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This dissertation analyzes the spatial and temporal patterning of political arrests 
during the initial years of the fascist regime in Italy, from 1925 to 1928. These were crucial 
years because Italy’s fascists acted rapidly to consolidate their power and to suppress their 
opponents. A key element of this takeover was the creation of a political court, the Special 
Tribunal. I argue that while the Special Tribunal did target political enemies, it was also used 
as a sophisticated system of control of territory and population. 
In the first part of the research, it considers the spatial patterning of political arrests 
from individual to the national scale. Moreover, the fascist regime was able to take advantage 
of political crises, and this research analyzes how Mussolini operated in this context of 
emergency activating a political of suppression. New techniques emerge from the Spatial 
Humanities, in particular in the field of historical geographic information systems (HGIS), 
here it uses the Knox Index and clustering analysis to understand the role played by space, 
place, and time in the fascist system of political oppression.  
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The study also considers the part gender played in the work of the Special Tribunal. 
Fascism was a masculinist and patriarchal movement which placed women outside of politics 
and also sought to impose strict rules on their bodies and behavior. The question then is how 
fascist ideology affected differences in the treatment of women and men in the Special 
Tribunal system. Scholars have often indicated that the Special Tribunal treated women 
brutally, but the pattern emerged from this research just partially confirms it.  
The surveillance network was a key element of the political justice system even if the 
researchers did not inquire about this aspect too much. Concentrating on the fascist 
surveillance systems, the dissertation elaborates the police monitoring after the people were 
released by the Special Tribunal system. Attention is given here to the spatio carceral tactics 
used by the fascists to maintain this surveillance for long periods. It emerges how the fascist 
brutal violence was completely absorbed by a perfect bureaucratic system of repression and 
control. 
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1.1 Overview of the Project  
 
This dissertation analyzes the spatial and temporal patterning of political arrests 
during the initial years of the fascist regime in Italy, from 1925 to 1928. These were crucial 
years because Italy’s fascists acted rapidly to consolidate their power, and to suppress their 
opponents. A key element of this takeover was the creation of a political court, the Special 
Tribunal. I argue that while the Special Tribunal did target political enemies, it was also part 
of a broader, more sophisticated system of control of both territory and population. 
This is interdisciplinary research. All the chapters blend geographical and historical 
analysis and the focus is primarily on spatial dynamics and interweaving time. In the first part 
of the research, it considers the spatial patterning of political arrests from the individual to 
national scales. Previous research has tended to emphasize the fascists’ attack on their 
political opponents in areas where they tended to hold strength. Here, I look broadly at the 
patterning of arrests to see if they were concentrated in particular areas or spread more widely 
across the entire country. The point is to inquire into the role played by space and place in the 
fascist system of political oppression. In part, this also means considering how the fascist 
regime was able to take advantage of political crises and emergencies to implement political 
suppression.  
The study also considers the gender part played in the work of the Special Tribunal. 
Fascism was a masculinist and patriarchal movement which placed women outside of politics 
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and also sought to impose strict rules on their bodies and behavior. The question then is how 
fascist ideology affected differences in the treatment of women and men in the Special 
Tribunal system. Scholars have often indicated that the Special Tribunal treated women 
brutally (Taddei 1994, Gabrielli 1999). In this part of the study, careful comparison is made 
of women and men arrested by the Special Tribunal and the disposition of their cases as they 
moved through the system. 
Surveillance was a key element of the political justice system, although it has 
received less attention than other parts of the Special Tribunal. The third part of my research 
concentrates on this surveillance system and the extent of police monitoring within the 
Special Tribunal system. My point is to draw attention to the spatial carceral tactics used by 
the fascists to maintain this surveillance of people for long periods. Although the fascists did 
use violence to gain and maintain control, the system of surveillance tends to indicate that 
they quickly developed an effective bureaucratic system of repression and control that 
lessened to need to employ physical brutality as obviously as some other regimes. 
This dissertation focuses on the Italian fascist Special Tribunal. But the fascist were 
not alone in their methods. While the court systems differed regime by regime each one 
pursued different strategies to control their juridical system. After the Spanish civil war in 
1939, Francisco Franco’s regime created thousands of military tribunals in several cities with 
the sole purpose to convict political opponents (Preston 1993).1 Similarly, the Nazis in 
Germany created two special tribunals, formally integrated with the ordinary justice system, 
with the specific goal to prosecute political crimes. The first was called the Special Tribunal 
(Sondergericht), and the second, which came later, was called the People’s Court 
(Volksgerichtshof). These were not so different from the Italian fascist Special Tribunal 
(Wachsmann 2004).  
 
1 According to the Ministry of Justice, 192,684 death sentences were issued from April 1939 to June 1944. 
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This work is based on archival research employing primary and secondary sources. I 
spent the summers of 2017, 2018 and 2019 gathering data in Rome from the National 
Archive, and in the Associazione Nazionale Perseguitati Politici Italiani Antifasacisti 
(ANPPIA); in Naples from the Archivio dell’Istituto Campano per la Storia della Resistenza; 
and in Milan from Fondazione Istituto per la Storia dell’Età Contemporanea. I used all these 
sources to compile data on 2,400 people prosecuted by the Special Tribunal who were 
arrested in 1925, 1926, and 1927. From this total, I was able to locate the place of arrest for 
2,267 people, for a total of 256 different cities, towns, and villages around the country. Of 
these, I was able to compile surveillance records for 940 people monitored in 304 different 
places. This first wave of arrests and prosecutions seems to have been important in defining 
the rules and patterns that would follow for the approximately 30,000 other people who were 
arrested, investigated or tried by the Special Tribunal before Mussolini was overthrown in 
1943. 
This dissertation draws insight from recent advances in the spatial humanities, 
historical geographic information system (HGIS), and the digital humanities. The use of 
digital technologies is growing rapidly in the humanities, particularly as a means of searching 
for and visualizing patterns, processes, and trends in massive amounts of data (Giordano 
2019). New techniques are permitting scholars to explore entire archives at once and to work, 
as needed, from a variety of quantitative and qualitative methodologies. These techniques can 
be useful in a study like mine that involves tracing historical events, people, and places 
through time and across space (Winder 2015). Given my interest in the history of fascism, I 
saw the potential of exploring geo-statistical-visualization, geostatistical methods, and 
descriptive statistics to the study of the Italian fascism as well as to the broad field of the 
totalitarianism studies. The digital humanities may also open avenues of research into some 
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of the other subjects raised in this dissertation including political geography, gender studies, 
carceral geographies, and geographies of surveillance. 
 
 
1.2 Fascism: Historical, Theoretical, and Spatial Context 
 
The totalitarian state is constituted by an absolute concentration of political power in 
the hands of a dominant group, a minority elite, which operates free from any form of 
control. This implies the restriction or suppression of individual rights whether political rights 
(such as the right to vote, assemble, associate, or form trade unions) or civil liberties 
(freedom of thought, the press, faith, and speech). Totalitarianism also implies the state 
monopoly of cultural and educational institutions (schools, mass media), as well as the 
absorption of all social activities in state-controlled mass organizations. Hanna Arendt, in her 
breakthrough The Origins of Totalitarianism (1973), clarifies that pillars of totalitarianism 
are state bureaucracy, secret police, and concentration camps or prisons for opponents. These 
pillars supported the terror, mass murder, and evil that Arendt saw as coming next. Hannah 
Arendt was, however, basing her study primarily on events in Nazi German and the Soviet 
Union. She did not see Italy in the same light, even though Mussolini began to take control in 
Italy before Hitler did in Germany. So, like Franco’s Falange in Spain and Szálasi’s Arrow 
Cross Party in Hungary, the fascists were viewed as dictatorships, but not perfect totalitarian 
states. This view has been supported by other scholars. For example, Bobbio (1985), a 
political philosopher, argued that fascism was not totalitarianism because the regime was not 
able to completely absorb civil society. But, as historian Pavone (1998) has pointed out, no 
regime has ever accomplished such a task. Modern societies have so many levels of 
complexity that it is impossible to dominate all of them. For a long time, De Felice (1969), 
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Mussolini's principal biographer, along with others used the expression “imperfect 
totalitarianism” when comparing Italian fascism to German National Socialism or the Soviet 
Union. Other authors, however, have not hesitated to call fascist Italy totalitarian. For 
example, Ludwig von Mises in The Rise of Total State and Total War uses the expression “a 
totalitarian system of ruthless oppression” to describe Mussolini’s Italy. For Emilio Gentile 
(1995), the real totalitarian turn of the regime took place between 1925 and 1926, when most 
fascist laws were enacted, and the position of head of the government became formally 
equivalent to the King’s. Thus, the head of the government, had the power to issue decrees 
laws, depriving Parliament of real powers. Moreover, for historian Germani (1975), the 
fascist regime was totalitarian because its goal was the same as all the others, to shape all 
citizens according to unyielding state authority.  
My point is that the Italian authoritarian state had all the elements totalitarianism, 
although it did not express them in the same way they appeared in Germany or the Soviet 
Union. Indeed, Italian fascism is noteworthy because it was the first totalitarian regime to 
arise in a constitutional monarchy. Missing its chances of moving toward liberal democracy 
after World War I, Mussolini invented his movement as a third way of moving forward 
politically beside Liberalism and Marxism (Luzzatto and De Grazia 2002). The work of the 
Italian fascist party to superimpose its values on the Italian State is similar to efforts in other 
countries, past and present, to undermine legal systems by creating crises or exceptions that 
allowed them to subvert existing laws. 
Historians such as Tranfaglia (1995) and Aquarone (1965) have focused on this 
transition in Italy as Mussolini suspended the liberal and democratic order in response to a 
presumed state of emergency. By centralizing political power in his hands, Mussolini was 
able to bypass the existing constitution and legal systems, using laws such as the Measures 
for the Defense of State or the so-called “super fascist laws” (leggi fascistissime) in response 
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to political crises. These included the creation of a special court, the Special Tribunal for the 
Defense of the State (Tribunale Speciale per la Difesa dello Stato), which is the focus of the 
dissertation. Rather than change the existing criminal court system, the fascists created the 
Special Tribunal as a parallel system in which the Special Tribunal could refer cases to the 
criminal courts and vice versa. The result was the creation of a modern, authoritarian police 
state in which the external control and defense of territory extended to the internal control 
and surveillance of its people. Beginning in 1925, Italy's national political life became closely 
entwined with its carceral practices of state authority that governed how individual citizens 
were arrested, detained, tried, convicted, exiled, and then often placed under continuous 
surveillance for many years. 
Geographers have contributed to this research by focusing especially on the spatial 
dimensions of authoritarian political systems, arguing that the control of the state also 
involves the control of space (Sack 1986, Agnew 1987, Elden 2009, 2013). Stuart Elden 
(2009) notes that this power is necessary to control territory and that “Sovereignty is an issue 
at the intersection of terror and territory; it operates as the crucial bridge between terror and 
the state”. Mann (2012) has argued that control over space can rely upon infrastructural 
power as well as despotic power. Infrastructural power relies upon rules, regulations, and 
institutions that mediate the relationship between citizens and their government, while 
despotic power involves a dictator or a small group of leaders imposing their will on the 
whole state; both rely on control of space and territory. 
In the modern era, authoritarian regimes have used both types of power to gain 
control over civil society, sometimes in tandem. Gaining control over infrastructural power 
can be a less disruptive means of attaining political dominance since the use of despotic 
power often involves regime change and the overthrow of the government. In the case of 
Italy in the 1920s, forces of both infrastructural and despotic power were put into play. 
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Agnew's research (2005) on the rise of the Italian fascist state is important in this context as 
an example of how fascist parties rose to power and maintained their hegemony in Europe for 
two decades. 
The writings of other theorists such as Foucault and Agamben have played a role in 
recent research by indicating that the politics of space extend from territorial issues at the 
international and national levels down to the scale of the body, particularly the carceral 
geographies of state surveillance, discipline, and punishment (Foucault 1975, Wood 2007, 
Coleman and Agnew 2007, Agamben 1998). Sometimes states enforce their power by seizing 
control of existing civil institutions such as the gendarmerie, police, and courts; in other 
cases, entirely new bureaucracies and institutions are created. In extreme cases, extra-judicial 
terror and violence are employed to coerce allegiance to authoritarian regimes (Klinkhammer 
2010)  
This project also contributes to recent advances in feminist geography, particularly 
interest in the intersection of gender roles with carceral geographies and the geographies of 
violence. This aspect of my project is rooted in previous research into women in the fascist 
period and the patriarchal, conservative society promoted by the regime (De Grazia 1992, 
Willson 1993, 2004). I am particularly interested in the paradox of the fascist patriarchal 
ideology in that it excluded women from politics yet sought to rule strictly their bodies, roles, 
and work (Passmore 2003, Berezin 1997, 1999, Falasca-Zamponi 1997, Gori 2004). Indeed, 
Foucault’s writings on “biopower” have been important to my understanding of Italian 
fascism as an example of the state intensified intervention in many levels of women’s private 
lives (1975, 1979). Recent works underscore the close connection between patriarchy and 
violence, and the use of carceral systems to enforce boundaries of gender and race. For 
example, Tyner’s work on how social-spatial practices permit, facilitate, and legitimate 
violence (Tyner, 2012). Also, Sarah Haley’s work is important in this regard for showing 
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how the legal system in the Southern state created a category black female criminality 
“premised upon the devaluation and dehumanization of black life broadly” (Haley 2016, p. 3; 
2013). This was a process not so different from the action and intention of the fascist Special 
Tribunal. 
Several scholars touch on issues of carceral space as well as surveillance outside of 
prisons. These have involved the analysis of the spatial dimension of the bureaucratic system 
of repression such as the creation of secret political police and networks of spies and 
informants (Tosatti 1997, Franzinelli 1999, Canali 2009, Dunange 2004, 2012, Fonio 2013). 
As I began to research the Special Tribunal, I discovered that continuing, long-term 
surveillance was an integral part of its system of political justice. This element of the Special 
Tribunal had not been studied before and I see it as one of the major contributions of this 
dissertation to the study of fascism, along with my use of historical GIS. 
I found Foucault’s relevant again focusing on surveillance within the Special Tribunal 
system. Foucault used Bentham’s panopticon as an image or metaphor for the modern state 
(Foucault 1975). Geographers have been attracted to the concept of the panopticon because it 
captures the spatial qualities of policing systems—the control of access to place and 
movement in space. Several geographers have noted that, in the contemporary world, the 
panopticon is the collection of large quantities of data organized into databases that allow the 
police to monitor, track and profile people, sometimes in real-time (Poster 1995, Gandy 1993, 
Wood 2007). These computerized databases might be viewed “superpanopticons”, but the 
more important point is that many different technologies can be employed to monitor and 
enforce social norms (Klauser 2013). I raise these issues because the fascists were developing 
these technologies of surveillance in the 1920s. They combined on-the-ground surveillance 
and monitoring with the creation of a sophisticated and efficient database, the office of 
Central Political Records, one of the principal sources of data for this dissertation. Together, 
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the surveillance and the database created what Butler (2004) has called a system of 
“indefinite detention”. This project draws on this idea as well as recent researchers on 
carceral geographies and the roles of police and prisons play in society. In this regard, I have 
found several recent works helpful in my research including Herbert’s Policing Space (1996), 
Morin and Moran’s Historical Geographies of Prison (2015), Nerenberg’s Prison Terms 
(2015), Gilmore’s Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing 
California (2007), and Beyond Walls and Cages: Prisons, Borders, and Global Crisis edited 
by Loyd, Mitchelson and Burridge (2012). 
 
 
1.3 The organization of the dissertation 
 
This study makes several contributions to the research outlined above in several ways. 
At the broadest level, it contributes to the understanding of one institution of the fascist state 
from a spatial perspective. I believe that this is the first time that GIS and spatial analysis 
techniques have been applied to the rise of the fascist dictatorship in the 1920s. Second, this 
dissertation extends the work of geographers researching the rise of totalitarian systems as 
well as the dynamics of carceral systems, including the geographies of surveillance and 
spatiality of “indefinite detention”. The following three chapters each explore one aspect of 
the first three years of the Special Tribunal system. 
Chapter 2 examines the work of the Special Tribunal in two ways. First, I analyze the 
spatial patterning of political arrests on different scales, ranging from local to national. 
Second, using Agamben’s concept of “states of exception”, I investigate how the fascists 
used political crises to further their activities of political suppression. Drawing on the 
techniques of the emerging field of Historical Geographic Information Systems (HGIS), I use 
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the Knox Index and k-means “hotspot” analysis to focus on the role played by space and 
place in the fascist system of political oppression. This research contributes to a growing 
body of historical research focusing on the spatial dynamics of authoritarian regimes in 
interwar and wartime Europe and the geographies of their carceral practices. 
Chapter 3, the dissertation turns to the gendered geographies of suppression. It 
compares the spatial and temporal patterning of women and men arrested for political 
reasons, considering how gender played a role in the work of the Special Tribunal and the 
carceral geographies of the emergent fascist state. Previous research has indicated that 
women were treated quite brutally by this court. Again, using archival data and spatio-
temporal analytic techniques such as the Knox index and k-means clustering analysis, my 
research indicates a more articulated pattern. Overall women were arrested at lower rates than 
men and their cases were dismissed or transferred to the Ordinary Justice Court more often 
than men. Women whose cases remained in the tribunal were treated tended to receive 
approximately the same sentences as men. As discussed in the next chapter, women and men 
were both subjected to long periods of surveillance after they were released from court or 
prison. 
Chapter 4 analyzes the spatial and temporal patterning of police surveillance that was 
part of the Special Tribunal system. One unexplored aspect of this political court was its use 
of long-term surveillance to monitor people brought before the court. Irrespective of the 
disposition of their cases, suspects were monitored for long periods even when found 
innocent or upon release from prison. Some of those arrested in these first years of the fascist 
regime remained under surveillance until it was overthrown. This study highlights the role of 
space and place play in systems of political oppression, that is the geography of carceral 
systems. It also contributes to the understanding of the spatial dynamics of authoritarian 
regimes in Europe during the interwar period. Each regime captured and exerted power 
A Geography of Repression. The Spatio-Temporal Analysis of the First Years of the Special Tribunal in 
Fascist Italy, 1925-1928 
12 
 
differently. Italian fascism used violence, but also administrative systems such as the Special 
Tribunal to control its political enemies and the entire society. The initial fascist violence was 
replaced by an authoritarian state in which surveillance became one of the fundamental 
pillars of social control. The study of Italian fascism can provide insight into the carceral 
tactics of other totalitarian regimes as well as the growing use of surveillance in 
contemporary societies, even within so-called liberal states. 
Chapter 5 provides a summary of the major findings, a discussion of the limitations of 
the study, and an outline of the next steps in my research plans.  
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The rise of authoritarianism, in particular of totalitarian and fascist states in twentieth-
century Europe, has been the focus of much interdisciplinary research. Geographers have 
contributed to this research by focusing especially on the spatial dimensions of these political 
systems, arguing that the control of the state also involves the control of space (Sack 1986, 
Agnew 1987, Elden 2013). Recent research has supported this idea through careful spatial 
and cartographic analysis of historical data and archival records. These analyses have yielded 
new insights into important research issues such as the rise of National Socialism in Germany 
and the geographical dynamics of the Holocaust (Baker and Billinge 1982, Baker and 
Gregory 1984, Driver 2010, O’Loughlin, Flint and Anselin 1994). Here, I focus on how space 
is intertwined with the rise of fascism and the geographies of oppression in the interwar 
period. 
This study also draws upon the work of Foucault and Agamben, theorists who have 
argued that the politics of space extends from the scale of state to the scale of the human 
body (Foucault 1975, Wood 2007, Coleman and Agnew 2007, Agamben 1995). This 
theoretical background is particularly interesting because it illustrates how state power is 
linked to the policing and disciplining of the body through systems of carceral power 
(Beckingham 2013). Whether by seizing control of existing civil institutions—such as the 
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gendarmerie, police, and courts—or by creating entirely new bureaucracies and institutions, 
states enforce their power on many different scales. In extreme cases, extrajudicial terror and 
violence are used to force allegiance to authoritarian regimes (Klinkhammer 2010). 
This chapter contributes to this field of research by focusing on Italy during the first 
years of Mussolini’s dictatorship. How did the fascists exert and then enforce their control of 
the state institutions and the population? This is an important question because from the 
1920s onward the Italian fascists set precedents for some of the other right-wing, 
authoritarian governments arising in the same period. To crush their opponents, Italy’s 
fascists chose not to alter the constitution or to reorganize the existing criminal justice 
system. Instead, they created a new Special Tribunal with jurisdiction over political crimes 
and with its own bureaucracy. I examine the work of the Special Tribunal in its first years, 
analyzing information about the individuals who were arrested and the spatial and temporal 
patterning of the arrests, including urban-rural differences, arrests along the country’s 
borders, and spatial and temporal clustering of arrests. Of the approximately 30,000 
individuals processed by the Special Tribunal, this study focuses on 2,400 people who were 
arrested between 1925 and 1927 and follows them through the tribunal system until 1928, by 
which time the legal proceedings had been completed in most cases. This provides a snapshot 
of how the fascist system of justice was first implemented. 
Many of the arrests were carried out in areas hostile to the fascists, but many others 
occurred in peripheral areas that had never expressed particular hostility to the regime. At the 
same time, the majority of the charges were dismissed after the preliminary investigation, or 
the accused were absolved in court. For these reasons, I argue that the Special Tribunal was 
not just a tool used to attack opponents but also a sophisticated system of control of the 
Italian territory and population. 
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2.2 Theoretical Context 
 
This study is grounded in two areas of contemporary research: historical GIS and the 
study of the geographies of totalitarian systems. Access to increasingly detailed, large-scale, 
spatial datasets has allowed historians to explore the geographical dynamics of a wide range of 
historical issues. Fine-grained studies using the analytic potential of GIS platforms have 
yielded insights across fields as diverse as history, archeology, philosophy, and science 
studies (Driver 2013, Hillier and Knowles 2008). Historical geographers have developed new 
quantitative methods, cartographic technologies, and spatial analysis to explore alternative 
forms of historical interpretation (Winder 2015). This research has yielded insights into a 
wide range of topics, such as the geographies of the Holocaust (Cole 2003, Knowles, Cole 
and Giordano 2014); long-term population change in Britain and Ireland (Gregory 2005; 
Gregory and Cunningham 2016); changing patterns of American religions (Bodenhamer 
2019); digital history of details of life during the Civil War in two American communities 
(Ayers 2019); examination of historical places drawing also upon advances in historical 
geography and geographic information systems (GIS) (Harris 2015). As McGeachan (2014) 
notes, these studies highlight the role that historical geography can play “in understanding the 
complexities of experience” in wars, revolutions, and genocides, as well as during the 
establishment of dictatorships. 
In addition to these works in historical GIS, other studies in geography have examined 
a range of topics focused on authoritarian regimes, including studies of voting behavior, 
architecture, planning, and geographies of oppression (O’Loughlin, Flint, and Anselin 1994; 
Morelli and Varvaro 1994, Atkinson 1998, Atkinson and Cosgrove 1998, Hagen and 
Ostergren 2006, 2019, Giaccaria and Minca 2016). Much cultural geography answers 
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historical questions, as well as uniting geography and history when it comes to research 
methods and results, thus offering “a perspective which would seem essential for an 
understanding of the present and for prediction of future” (Meinig 1994, p. 135). The most 
relevant of these have come from the area of political geography and have drawn attention to 
how political power is created and exerted across time and space (O’Loughlin 2006). 
Geographers have also considered how nation states employ violence to pursue their aims—a 
particularly important issue in Italy during the 1920s (Watts 2000, Bryan 2015). Sack claims 
that “territoriality is the primary spatial form power takes” (1986, p. 26). Elden (2009, p. 171) 
notes that power is necessary to control territory and that “[s]overeignty is an issue at the 
intersection of terror and territory; it operates as the crucial bridge between terror and the 
state”. Mann (2012) has argued that control over space can rely upon infrastructural power as 
well as despotic power. Infrastructural power relies upon rules, regulations, and institutions 
that mediate the relationship between citizens and their government, while despotic power 
involves a dictator or a small group of leaders imposing their will on the whole state. 
In the 1920s, the Italian fascists used both infrastructural and despotic power to 
establish control over civil society. Of the two, gaining control over infrastructural power can 
be a less disruptive means of attaining political dominance, since the use of despotic power 
often involves regime change (Elden 2013). Agnew’s research (1987) on the rise of the 
Italian fascist state is important in this context as an example of how fascist parties rose to 
power and maintained their hegemony in Europe for two decades. Indeed, Carl Schmitt 
(1985), an influential writer of the interwar period, proposed the concept of “state of 
emergency” in considering how authoritarian regimes could prevail in democratic societies.2 
He argued that during national political crises, people in democracies often accept autocratic 
 
2 Schmitt uses the German term Ausnahmezustand, which is often used to mean state of emergency although its 
literal translation is state of exception. For this reason, I use the two terms indiscriminately in this dissertation. 
A Geography of Repression. The Spatio-Temporal Analysis of the First Years of the Special Tribunal in 
Fascist Italy, 1925-1928 
18 
 
solutions. Agamben has used “states of exception” as an extension of Schmitt’s term to refer 
to situations in which constitutional rights are compromised. This happens when 
governments extend their powers during political as well as economic crises (Agamben 
2003). A similar crisis response was the U.S. Executive Order 9066 of 1942, which 
authorized the imprisonment of Japanese American citizens after the Pearl Harbor attack of 
1941. The prominent example of state of exception occurred in 1933 when the Nazis assumed 
control of Germany’s democratic institutions in the aftermath of the Reichstag fire. 
A few years earlier, a state of exception occurred in Italy. Historians pinpoint this 
transition in Italy to the moment when Mussolini suspended the liberal and democratic order 
in 1925 in response to the so-called crisis of Aventino following the murder of Giacomo 
Matteotti3. Mussolini used this opportunity to bypass the existing constitution and the legal 
system by passing laws such as the Measures for the Defense of State (Provvedimenti per la 
Difesa dello Stato) and the so-called “super fascist laws” (leggi fascistissime) (Aquarone, 
1965). The former included the creation of a special court, the Special Tribunal for the 
Defense of the State (Tribunale Speciale per la Difesa dello Stato), the focus of this 
dissertation. Rather than changing the existing criminal court system or amending the 
constitution, the fascists positioned the Special Tribunal as a parallel system of justice. Based 
in Rome, the Special Tribunal could refer cases to the criminal courts and vice versa, but the 
Tribunal’s real intent was to allow the fascists under Mussolini to suppress their opponents. 
 
 
2.3 The Historical Context: The Birth of Fascism in Italy 
 
 
3 Giacomo Matteotti, leader of the Unitary Socialist Party in the Italian Chamber of Deputies, was killed on the 
10th of June 1924. His corpse was found on 16th August of the same year. The five responsible of the murder 
were related to the fascist secret police. 
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In the aftermath of World War I, fascism emerged in Italy as a reaction to the deep 
economic and political crises brought on by the war (Palla 1995). These crises were 
particularly acute in Italy because—despite Italian Unification in 1861—the central 
parliamentary institutions were not deeply rooted, while the national borders remained 
contested.4 In response, Benito Mussolini formed the Fasci Italiani di Combattimento in 
Milan in 1919. At first, the Fasci was an organization of war veterans without a clear 
political program. Its members had diverse cultural, social, and political backgrounds, but 
they were united by a strong sense of nationalism and by their resentment of the fact that 
Italy’s postwar territorial and political claims had largely been ignored by the 1919 Treaty of 
Versailles. Furthermore, the fascists came to believe that they had been abandoned by liberal 
and democratic institutions and that the nation needed a strong leader to restore its national 
strength. At the same time, the movement was united by the fear of Bolshevism and a 
Marxist revolution (Paxton 2004). Some scholars, as some contemporary of that period, see 
the Italian fascism as a result of the reactionary culture promoted by the state as well as the 
bourgeoisie (Fabbri 2009). 
From a geographical perspective, early support for fascism was largely a northern 
phenomenon. Most supporters were based in Milan and the Po Valley, with outliers in 
Tuscany and Apulia (Agnew 1987, Corner 1974, Granata 1980). Generally, fascist support 
tended to be found in areas with a history of substantial socialist support. The most brutal and 
ruthless groups emerged in the plains between Cremona, Bologna, Ravenna, and Ferrara, 
where squads of fascists were formed into militia (Osti Guerrazzi 2006). As the fascists 
moved into politics, they often used violence to reach their goals, particularly via the 
 
4 In 1915, before entering the WWI conflict, Italy signed the Treaty of London, where it was allotted coastal 
territories of Austria-Hungary, today’s Croatia and Slovenia, in the event of final victory in the war. These 
territories, specifically Dalmatia and Istria, had a conspicuous Italian community. After the war, the Versailles 
pact gave just a portion of these lands to Italy and the rest to the new Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. 
Fanatic Italian nationalists claiming territories along the Slavic coast defined the Italian victory in WWI as a 
“mutilated” victory. 
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movement’s paramilitary wing—the Blackshirts (Camicie Nere)5. Their brutality was 
directed against political opponents, including anarchists, communists, and unionists (Ebner 
2011). 
The party’s political fortunes strengthened rapidly. In the 1919 elections, the fascists 
received only 4,000 votes (0.07%), whereas by 1921 they had received 19.7% of the popular 
vote and had 105 representatives elected to parliament (Ballini, 1988). Following the fascists’ 
March on Rome—a direct action by the Blackshirts in an effort to take power—and the 
party’s electoral success, King Vittorio Emanuele III appointed Mussolini as Prime Minister 
on October 30, 1922. In the election of April 1924, the fascist party received 64.9% of the 
vote, winning 373 of the 535 seats in parliament.  
As Mussolini’s power solidified, he started to build an authoritarian state. In June 
1924, his followers murdered Giacomo Matteotti. The opposition parties subsequently 
withdrew from parliament, leaving the fascists in control (the event known as the Aventino). 
Violence continued, and the Blackshirts attacked many deputies, journalists, and unionists. 
The political situation was unstable, and many people were frightened by the conflicts 
between the fascists and their opponents (Dunnage 2012).  
The next two years—the period covered by this study—were particularly important 
for the fascists. During this phase, they repeatedly used fear and political crises to consolidate 
their power. Particularly important in this regard were four assassination attempts made 
against Mussolini between November 1925 and October 1926. Each attempt served to justify 
increased state security. Mussolini was also willing to provoke critical responses, such as 
when, in January 1925, he admitted responsibility for Matteotti’s murder. The fascists 
repeatedly used emergency measures to enforce a range of laws that allowed them to penalize 
 
5 On 1st February 1923 the Blackshirts became Voluntary Militia for National Security – MVSN - (Milizia 
Volontaria per la Sicurezza Nazionale), and from 1924 it was integrated into the National Army.  
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victims of violence that they themselves had provoked. Among these were Law 2263 
(December 1925), which placed the king and head of government on equal terms, and Laws 
2318 and 100 (January 1926) granting the government the ability to issue emergency decrees 
without repercussions. The passing of these laws deprived parliament and the monarchy of 
any real authority (Ferrari 1983, Quazza 1995). In these ways, Mussolini managed to create a 
state of exception that allowed the fascists to acquire power. 
Key changes occurred in November 1926, when the fascist government issued its 
New Regulations for Public Security (Testo Unico delle Leggi di Pubblica Sicurezza) to 
consolidate the powers of the police. Local police and the national Carabinieri (gendarmerie) 
were granted wide latitude to enforce these regulations. In the same month, the fascist 
parliament also established the Measures for the Defense of State, already mentioned above, 
which banned all opposing political associations, parties, and unions; outlawed strikes; 
imposed control over the press; and re-introduced the death penalty—a punishment that had 
been abolished in 1889.6 As a result, by the end of 1926, the fascist dictatorship was well 
established, even though Italy formally remained a constitutional parliamentary monarchy 
(Lyttelton 1973, Tosatti 1997). 
 
 
2.4 The Special Tribunal System 
 
As already mentioned, the Special Tribunal worked in parallel with but outside the 
constitutional system of Ordinary Justice administered by the Ministry of Justice. It worked 
in collaboration with the MVSN (Voluntary Militia for National Security) and, after 1927, 
with the newly created secret police—the OVRA (Organization for Vigilance and Repression 
 
6 These various laws are known together as “super fascist laws” (leggi fascistissime). 
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of Anti-Fascism)—formed from a political police force in the Ministry of the Interior. The 
Special Tribunal was comprised of seven judges, six of whom were drawn from the MVSN, 
none with any training in law. The seventh judge was legally trained but was not allowed to 
vote and was responsible solely for the tribunal’s paperwork. The president of the Special 
Tribunal was a member of the Gran Consiglio del Fascismo, the main body of Mussolini’s 
fascist government, and, except for the first two presidents, all presidents of the Special 
Tribunal were MVSN officials. This meant that the Special Tribunal was essentially a branch 
of the fascist party. 
People arrested for political crimes were not sent immediately to the Special Tribunal. 
First, their cases were investigated either by a Judge of the Order (Giudice delle Ordinanze) 
for minor crimes or by the Investigative Commission (Commissione Istruttoria) for major 
crimes. The Judge of the Order was a judge with a law degree. The Investigative Commission 
included an army officer, two MVSN officials, and a secretary, the secretary being the only 
member with a law degree. All of them swore loyalty to Mussolini and the fascist party, not 
to the Italian state. Officially, the Special Tribunal adopted the code of military criminal 
procedure, but this was not strictly followed.  
The treatment of prisoners differed from that under the criminal courts. Prisoners were 
held without bail and, even though existing law prescribed a maximum of one hundred days 
of pretrial detention, there was no limit to detention for crimes against the state. During their 
imprisonment, the detainees were denied access to attorneys and the entire investigation was 
kept secret. Torture and abuse of prisoners were frequent (ANPPIA 1984, Bassetti 2003). If a 
case was referred to the Special Tribunal, the defendant’s attorney was notified and given the 
results of the investigation, but only a week in advance of the trial. Together, the trials and 
sentencing hearings lasted from a half day to three days in total, and the presiding judge 
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sometimes conferred with Mussolini about the cases being heard. The sentences of the 
Special Tribunal could not be appealed and were not made public.  
The workings of the Special Tribunal are schematized in Figure 2.1. The charges 
against defendants could be dismissed upon completion of the investigations (step 2). This 
did not always imply that prisoners could return to their homes because the law allowed them 
to be released into exile to remote areas of Italy. Those allowed to go home might still be 
placed under surveillance for many years, and their activities carefully monitored. If a crime 
did not fall under the Measures for the Defense of State, convicts could still be sent for trial 
under the Ordinary Justice system (step 3). In both systems of justice (Special or Ordinary), 
prisoners could be either absolved or convicted (step 4). Irrespective of the outcome, whether 
absolution or conviction, people caught in this system could be exiled, admitted to mental 
hospitals, or monitored even after they were released (step 5). The result was that the political 
police often kept defendants in prison or under surveillance for long periods, from their first 
arrest until long after their release, an issue I will address in a subsequent study.  
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Figure 2.1 Organization of the Special Tribunal System. Cases might last from a couple of weeks to 
several years. At any point in this process, a prisoner could be exiled, confined to a mental institution, 
or placed under surveillance 
 
 
2.5 Data and Methods 
 
For this study, I gathered data on the 2,400 people who were brought before the 
Special Tribunal in its first year. I was able to locate information on 2,267 of these 
individuals, although not all of these records were complete. The primary sources I used to 
collect these data are conserved at Rome’s Central State Archive (ACS—Archivio Centrale 
dello Stato), the National Association of Politically Persecuted Italian Antifascists (ANNPI 
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A), and at the National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT). I also used published diaries 
and newspaper articles. I cross-checked the data with the information I was able to gather 
from the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Defense, the Political Police Register, and 
ANPPIA’s records (Dal Pont, Carolini, Martucci, Piana and Riccò 1988-1995; Carolini and 
Ecca, 2015; Dal Pont and Carolini 1980; Ministero della Difesa 1980, ISTAT 1935).  
The database for this study thus features the date, place, and time of arrests (255 
locations), reason for the arrest, length of pretrial detention, detention period and place, 
period of surveillance after serving the sentence, name, occupation, gender, age, and place of 
birth of the internees. Many of the people arrested for political reasons in 1925 or 1926 were 
held in prison until the Special Tribunal began operating in early 1927 (it had been 
established in autumn 1926) and only then brought to trial. For this reason, the records 
regarding the first year of the Special Tribunal involved arrests made in 1925, 1926, and 1927 
and trials held in 1927 and 1928.  
For example, 17 members of the Communist Party were arrested in October 1926 in 
Taranto. Ten months later, in August 1927, the Investigative Commission recommended 
trials by the Special Tribunal for 16 of these prisoners in May 1928, and dismissal for one. In 
the same way, I traced all of the prisoners in the database from the date of their arrest through 
their trial, unless the case was dismissed. I also included the length of their sentences and any 
additional years of exile or surveillance. It is possible that I missed a few cases of people 
exiled before the Special Tribunal was created or brought before the tribunal after 1926. It is 
also possible that I missed people arrested for political crimes but tried in the Ordinary Court, 
as well as some prisoners who might have been arrested before 1924 but not put on trial until 
after 1928.  
To analyze the spatial and temporal patterns of arrest, I used spatial analysis including 
cluster analysis and the Knox Index. Used with point distributions, such as the location of 
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arrests, cluster analysis identifies “hot spots” of high concentration. To create the “hot spots” 
I used k-means clustering, which is a “partitioning technique in which events are grouped 
into a set number of clusters (K) chosen by the analyst” (Giordano and Holian 2014, p.61). 
Initially, I created four clusters to portray the Special Tribunal arrests, finding, however, that 
this number was too generalized to encompass the entire peninsula. By contrast, six clusters 
led to extreme proximity between the clusters, resulting in an unorganized analysis of the 
arrests. I thus opted to use five clusters, which allowed me both to cover the entire territory 
and to obtain well-balanced results.  
The Knox Index “goes a step further, by measuring and charting, rather than mapping, 
the spatial and temporal components of an event. The calculation of the Knox Index starts 
with measuring the distance in space and time from each individual event—in this case, an 
arrest—to every other individual event. Next, the researcher must decide what constitutes 
“closeness”, in space and time, of events” (Giordano and Holian 2014, p. 61). Taking Italy’s 
geographical features and size into consideration, as well as the relatively dense distribution 
of its cities and towns, I opted for a range of 25 km. For the temporal setting, a well-regulated 
unit of analysis is one month, since the entire period covers 28 months, from August 1925 to 
the end of 1927. The result of the Knox Index was useful to see how arrests were clustered in 





Between 1925 and 1927, 93.7% of the 2,400 cases I followed were men with an 
average age of 30.8, at a time when life expectancy in Italy was 54.9 years (ISTAT, 1931). 
Of those arrested, 13.9% were aged under 21 and 1.1% were aged over 65. In terms of 
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occupation, 12.7% of those arrested were workers in the primary economic sector (compared 
to 51.6% of the general population), 58.2% in the secondary sector (compared to 26.9% of 
the general population), and 29.1% in tertiary occupations (compared to 21.5% of the general 
population). However, because total employment in the primary sector was much larger than 
in the other sectors (in fact 92% of primary-sector workers were farmers), the per-capita rate 




7 I do not have data that would allow the research to compare age and occupation of prisoners of the Special 
Tribunal to prisoners of Ordinary Justice. Furthermore, I did not find any secondary sources that provide this 
information. 
A Geography of Repression. The Spatio-Temporal Analysis of the First Years of the Special Tribunal in 
Fascist Italy, 1925-1928 
28 
 
Table 2.1 Arrests by economic sector 
 
Sector of Economy Number of arrests by sector % of all arrests % of workers by sector in 1931* 
Primary    
Farmers 185   
Other  15   
          Total 201 12.4 51.6 
Secondary    
Workers 284   
Bricklayers 158   
Mechanics 136   
Carpenters 113   
Shoemakers 54   
Artisans 44   
Typographers 39   
Other 135   
          Total 963 59.7 26.9 
Tertiary    
Office Workers 77   
Housewives 38   
Sales Managers 27   
Drivers/carters 25   
Waiters, Barmen and 
Concierges 
23   
Businessmen 23   
Porters 20   
Students 19   
Lawyers 19   
Barbers/hairdressers 18   
Artists 17   
Railway workers 14   
Other 126   
          Total 446 27.6 21.5 
* Percent of workers by sector is based on the 1931 Italian census (ISTAT, 1935).  
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Figure 2.2 Arrest clusters generated by K-Means clustering analysis. The dots are set in proportion to 
the number of arrests. The map reflects the border changes after 1924 that annexed the north-eastern 
territories of Trieste, Dalmatia, Rijeka, and Zadar into Italy (Lowe and Marzari, 1975) 
 
As displayed in Figure 2.3, the number of arrests is also set in proportion to the size of 
the population; five hot spots identify five macro-historical/geopolitical regions.  
Red Region  
742 arrests  
30.9% of total 
Industrial Triangle  
824 arrests  
34.3% of total 
North East  
326 arrests  
13.5% of total 
Rome/Center  
182 arrests  
7.5% of total 
Apulia/South  
196 arrests  
8.1% of total 
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Figure 2.3 Division of Italy into five macro-historical/geopolitical regions (Ballini 1983, Colarizi 
1977, Puglieli 2010, Parovel 1985, Lowe and Marzari 1975 Gruber 1979, Zangheri 1960, Evangelisti 
2015) 8   
 
8 During the national elections of 1921 and 1924, the percentage of votes for the socialist party in Abruzzi was 
one of the highest in the entire south, only second after Apulia. In the north-east, especially in the provinces of 
Trieste, Zadar, and Rijeka, the Special Tribunal was particularly cruel, handing down 35 death penalties out of a 
total of 42 sentences. While, the Italian communist party was literally born in Emilia and in Tuscany: the pre-
congress of the PCd'I (Communist Party of Italy) was held in November 1920 in Imola, in the province of 
Bologna, and the party was officially founded in January 1921 in Livorno. 
15 arrests per million. The only consistently anti-fascist 
region in southern Italy was Apulia. In the Taranto 
province, there was a well-organized working class as 
well as local communist organizations. Most of the 
arrests in this region occurred in Taranto, Brindisi, and 
Lecce. 
31.4 arrests per million. Rome was the 
focus of many arrests of politicians, 
journalists, and lobbyists coming from all over 
the country. There was also a substantial 
number of arrests in Abruzzi, where the 
anarchist movement was quite strong. 
56.5 arrests per million. In northeastern Italy, the fascist 
repression was tied to the nationalization of territories 
gained after World War I. This macro region also includes 
former territories of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where 
many people were arrested as subversives if they voiced 
anti-nationalist sentiments.  
78.3 arrests per million. The Industrial 
Triangle was the most industrialized area of 
the country and had a highly unionized 
working class. In Milan, Turin, and Genoa, 
opposition to fascism remained strong. 
121.4 arrests per million. Italy’s Red 
Region was a center of communist 
affiliation. In this area, there was a 
strong anarchist tradition, historical 
radicalism, and a tradition of violent 
political actions against political 
institutions.  
A Geography of Repression. The Spatio-Temporal Analysis of the First Years of the Special Tribunal in 
Fascist Italy, 1925-1928 
31 
 
An important part of this analysis is the timing of the arrests and the question as to 
whether the fascists used crises and emergencies to justify an increasing number of arrests. 
Indeed, the number of arrests increased abruptly from September 1926 onward (Figure 2.4) 
following an attempt on Mussolini’s life, with a second attempt occurring in October. The 
fascists also used these months of crises to pass the “super fascist” laws mentioned above. In 
1927, the pattern of arrests regularized, with a peak between May and August (Figure 2.4).  
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Figure 2.4 The timing of arrests over the two years grouped in four-month intervals 
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Interesting patterns emerge when we look at the differences between urban and rural 
areas. I disaggregated the arrests that occurred in provincial capitals from those that occurred 
in smaller towns and rural areas outside of these capitals. As Figure 2.5 reveals, the 1926 
arrests occurred in relatively outlying capitals such as Brescia, Trento, Bari, Brindisi, and 
Asti. Then two changes seemed to occur in 1927. First, the police made arrests in almost all 
the major provincial capitals, including Milan (188 arrests), Turin (98), Genoa (87), Florence 
(86), Bologna (65), Venice (56), and Rome (51). Second, there was a general increase in the 
number of towns and rural areas involved. This seems to indicate that arrests extended from 
antifascist areas outward, coming to cover the entire country. 
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Figure 2.5 Arrests during the two years 1926−1927. On the left, the provincial capitals; on the right, 
the small towns and rural areas  
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Figure 2.6 Duration of pretrial detention, exile, imprisonment, and monitoring 
 
For most suspects, the arrest was the beginning of a long period of detention, 
imprisonment, exile, and surveillance, sometimes lasting almost 20 years, irrespective of 
whether they were convicted or not (Figure 2.6). Even those whose cases were dismissed or 
absolved might spend up to a year in pretrial detention and sometimes over 12 years under 
surveillance. Exile seems to have been used somewhat arbitrarily: I could find no pattern 
among the prisoners who were exiled. The bottom bar also indicates the scale of the 
punishments. Conviction by the Special Tribunal could result in a combined 15 to 19 years of 
detention, prison, exile, and surveillance—far longer than the actual prison sentence itself. 
Some of the people arrested in 1925−1926 were held in prison until the fascist regime 
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Table 2.2 Spatial and Temporal Distance between Arrested by Place and Month of Arrest for all 
arrests in 1926−1927. The table shows the percentage of arrests by spatio-temporal categories. The 
spatio-temporal categories are combined with the study of variables such as Age, Gender, and 
Outcome of the Special Tribunal (Giordano and Holian, 2014) 
 




Minor +18 +65 Females Males Dismissed OJ ST 
1. Close in time/Close in space 2.59% 3.66% 2.80% 1.00% 4.70% 2.50% 7.65% 0.78% 1.47% 
2. Close in time/Not close in 
space 
9.73% 16.53% 9.70% 9.89% 12.67% 9.70% 8.29% 13.77% 11.26% 
3. Not close in time/Close in 
space 
2.90% 2.95% 2.93% 1.00% 3.62% 2.85% 2.71% 1.44% 4.10% 
4. Not close in time/Not close in 
space 
84.78% 76.83% 84.55% 87.91% 78.98% 84.92% 81.33% 83.99% 83.14% 
 
The Knox Index indicates the extent to which the arrests were clustered in time and 
space. Those that are close in time and close in space might be interpreted as having been 
targeted at a particular place over a short period of time. Those that are not close in time or 
space are arrests that are spread widely across the country over a longer period of time. The 
results in line 4 of Table 2.2 indicate that 84.78% of the arrests were clustered in neither time 
nor space. There are only a few places where the clustering rises above 10% in a one-month 
period. These include the arrests of minors and women, people sent to the ordinary criminal 
courts; and people convicted by the Special Tribunal. Though clustered in time, these cases 
were not clustered in space, meaning they were widely dispersed around the country. Overall, 
the index indicates that the arrests were spread evenly across the country as opposed to being 
targeted at particular regions. Only a weak temporal trend in the patterns may indicate a 
wave-like pattern to the arrests. Even the clusters following the crises do not seem to have a 
strong impact on this overall pattern. 
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2.7 Discussion and Conclusion 
 
The data indicate that, as expected, the fascist regime attacked its opponents, 
particularly communists in the Red Region and the Industrial Triangle. However, the arrests 
carried out in the first years of the Special Tribunal were far broader and included people 
charged with a wide range of political crimes in every region of the country.  
I first carried out a demographic analysis concerning age, occupation, and gender of 
those arrested. The findings indicate that the people arrested were younger than the national 
average since most of the antifascist veterans—those who had fought fascism from the 
outset—were already imprisoned or dead. The fascists’ new opponents still came 
predominantly from the industrial working class. The number of women arrested was small 
(6.2%) but higher than might be expected given the small role women were allowed to play 
in Italian politics in this period. Women could not yet vote, and the fascists, as a highly 
patriarchal regime, sought to abolish the few social and political advances women had made 
up to the 1920s (Addis Saba 1988, De Grazia 1992, De Luna 1995).  
I subsequently considered the regional patterns of the arrests. Looking at the spatial 
patterns, the maps indicate that all regions of the country were targeted, though there was an 
inferior number of arrests in the south. Some southern areas were not very densely populated 
(Figure 2.2). It was in these areas, and not by chance, that the regime located most of those 
whom they exiled, as well as on some small remote southern islands that were difficult to 
access.  
The analysis does reveal differences along the urban/rural axis. These emerge in 
Figure 2.5, where more arrests occurred in 1926 in rural and peripheral areas than in the 
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provincial capitals. However, as shown in the 1927 maps, not only was there an increase in 
arrests in the principal cities as well as arrests in cities where no arrests had previously 
occurred; in rural areas, we can also see that arrests became less focused on specific cities 
and spread more widely along the peninsula. Considering these perspectives, we find that 
although there are five larger clusters shown in Figure 2.2, the arrests were spread more 
evenly across the country than was previously assumed. So, from the start, the fascists were 
attempting to take control of the entire population and territory, rather than aiming solely at 
their opponents in a few regions.  
Moreover, a sort of border group of people who were arrested and then released also 
emerges. These cases were numerous along the northern borders, specifically in the north-
west and the north-east, in the two main islands, Sicily and Sardinia, as well as in the 
peripheral areas of Calabria, Campania except Naples, and Basilicata. In all of these areas, 
there was no organized antagonism against the fascist regime.  
The maps as well as the spatial analytical techniques such as cluster analysis and the 
Knox Index allow us to dig deeper into the history and geography of fascism in Italy. 
Following the empirical analysis of historical GIS, the research reveals how and where the 
fascist regime applied Agamben’s concept of “state of exception,” how the “state of 
exception” became a permanent situation thanks to the action of the Special Tribunal system, 
and how this system was effective and sophisticated in controlling people and territory. There 
was a strong spatial component to the way the Special Tribunal system was applied—some 
regions seem to have been more targeted than others, and this was not unknown, but with this 
research, we can see how fascism enlarged the concept of control of space and who and 
where it punished beyond historical enemies and historical regions of dissent.  
This study is very specific to the first years of fascist rule in Italy, but it also has a 
bearing on the rise of other authoritarian governments in Europe in the interwar period. Each 
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nation experienced the rise of these governments differently, but most seemed to use one or 
more states of exception at the same time as organizing a system, such as the Special 
Tribunal, that enabled the establishment of a sort of perpetual state of exception everywhere 
and, potentially, against everybody. Italy may have provided a model for policies and 
practices that were used in other places, such as in Germany, where it was the fascist example 
that stimulated Hitler on his way to seizing power. Mussolini’s example taught Hitler that a 
German road to fascism was possible (Schieder 1995). Moreover, the Special Tribunal was 
one of the first institutions to emerge in fascist Italy as a mechanism that connected 
infrastructural power and despotic power legitimizing the tyranny (Mann 2012). Indeed, it 
was in all respects a harsh solution to the issue of sovereignty over terror and territory (Elden 
2009). For this reason, this historical and geographical research is a useful lens with which to 
analyze our contemporary democracy and the concept of sovereignty. 
Finally, this study supports previous research to some degree, but also suggests other 
interpretations. The patterns revealed here indicate that the fascists did target enemies and 
opponents. But, even as the Special Tribunal was getting started, they quickly developed a 
broad-based system of spatial dominance involving arrests made throughout the nation. This 
involved arrests in both rural and urban areas, and both major and minor political centers. 
This is a result that is reinforced by the Knox Index analysis, which reveals that relatively 
few of the arrests were clustered in space or time. This seems to imply that from the earliest 
days of the regime, the fascists found a way to take control of the national territory and 
population. They were very quick to take advantage of their power by imposing a new 
judicial system in the country. Although it is possible to see an increase in arrests after the 
assassination attempts on Mussolini, this does not substantially affect the overall patterns. 
Thus, the support for states of exception is somewhat limited in this study. Maybe more of a 
difference will become evident as more years of data are added to the study. In continuing 
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this research, it will be important to add more cases to look more deeply into the spatial and 
temporal patterning. But it could also be useful to look at the administrative records of the 
Special Tribunal and its police force to see how exactly it operated. For example, were there 
quotas? were there targets? 
Proceeding from the work carried out so far, the next step is to look in particular at the 
women who were caught up in the Special Tribunal system. I am also particularly interested 
in exploring the spatial and spatio-temporal dynamics of the fascist system of prisons and 
exiles, including the links between the two. 
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This research analyzes the spatial and temporal patterning of women’s arrests for 
political crimes during the initial years of the fascist regime in Italy from 1925 to 1927. It 
was in this period that the fascists took control of the Italian government and established their 
dictatorship. A key element of this takeover was the creation of the Special Tribunal for the 
Defense of the State. Following in the steps of De Grazia’s (2011) work on gender and fascist 
politics, I consider how gender played a role in the work of the Special Tribunal and the 
carceral geographies of the fascist state.  
This is an important issue because gender was fundamental to the fascist vision of a 
reformed society based on traditional gender roles that largely excluded women from 
political life. At the same time, the fascists sought to eliminate any separation between the 
state and civil society by exerting total control over society, right down to the level of the 
family and of the bodies of the individual citizens—female and male alike. This is an 
interesting paradox in that fascism, as a patriarchal ideology, attempted to exclude women 
from politics but at the same time, by dissolving the boundaries between family and state, did 
not hesitate to police gender roles and women’s bodies (Passmore 2003, Berezin 1997, 1999, 
Falasca-Zamponi 1997, Gori 2004). 
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A focus on the Special Tribunal opens a window on this paradox because this special 
court focused exclusively on political crimes. Previous research has indicated that women 
were treated quite brutally by this court (Taddei 1994, Gabrielli 1999). Using archival data 
and spatio-temporal analytic techniques such as the Knox Index and k-means clustering 
analysis, my research reveals a more complex pattern. Women were arrested at far lower 
rates than men and with very little spatial clustering. Also, the cases of arrested women were 
dismissed or transferred to the ordinary criminal courts at a much higher rate than those of 
their male counterparts. Overall, the Special Tribunal seems to have been more lenient with 
women than with men, although those women whose cases remained in the tribunal seem to 
have been treated much like the men in terms of sentencing and incarceration. Also, both 
women and men were subjected to long periods of surveillance after they were released from 
court or prison. This was a key element of the political justice system. Once arrested, both 
women and men sometimes spent many years in detention, prison, exile, or under 
surveillance, irrespective of whether they were judged innocent or guilty, and there seems to 




3.2 Women under Fascism and the Special Tribunal System 
 
This project draws its theoretical foundation from three overlapping areas of research: 
the rise of fascist and authoritarian states in the twentieth century; the geography of gender 
and gendered violence; and the spatial dimensions of carceral systems. In addressing the first 
theme, studies in geography have examined a range of topics focused on authoritarian 
regimes, including studies of architecture and planning. These studies see how space is 
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important for the dictatorship (Atkinson 1998, Atkinson and Cosgrove 1998, Agnew 1998, 
Hagen and Ostergren 2006, 2019). The most relevant of these have come from the area of 
political geography and have drawn attention to how political power is created and exerted 
across space. 
This chapter focuses especially on the emergence of fascism in the 1920s as Italy’s 
liberal and democratic order were suspended following assassination attempts on Mussolini 
and various political crises, or what the theorist Schmitt (1984) has termed “states of 
emergency”. Mann (2004) argues that the rise of interwar fascism should be read in the 
context of the “four crises” of modernity: military, political, economic, and ideological. 
Certainly, the arose of the fascist power previously, and the establishing of the dictatorship 
later, it was a result of all these four crises. Using these crises, Mussolini was able to bypass 
the existing constitution and legal systems by using laws such as the Measures for the 
Defense of State, the so-called “super fascist laws” (leggi fascistissime), to centralize his 
political power. These measures included the creation of a special court, the Special Tribunal 
for the Defense of the State (Tribunale Speciale per la Difesa dello Stato). Thus, the Special 
Tribunal played a key role in the creation of the authoritarian state. It allowed Mussolini and 
his government to suppress their opponents while leaving other constitutional and legal 
structures intact. Rather than change the existing criminal court system, the fascists created 
their own parallel system of justice, whereby the Special Tribunal could refer cases to the 
criminal courts and vice versa. The result was the creation of a modern, authoritarian police 
state in which the external control and defense of the territory were extended to include the 
internal control and surveillance of its people. 
My contribution to this research has been to spatialize the operations of the political 
court by examining where exactly it carried out its work. This research shows that while the 
fascists did target their opponents, as would be expected, the work of the Special Tribunal 
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was actually more far reaching. Arrests were spread widely across Italy from the very start of 
the fascist period. One important feature, however, is that women and men were treated 
differently by the Special Tribunal—the topic considered in detail here. This issue—the 
intersection of gender, fascism, and other totalitarian regimes—is an important one that has 
yet to receive the attention it deserves. In the case of Italy, the patriarchal, traditional, and 
conservative values of the fascist movement played a key role in its rise to power. The 
fascists politicized the difference between the sexes to the benefit of men and developed 
repressive measures aimed at defining women's rights as citizens, as well as controlling their 
sexual choices, wage labor, and social participation (De Grazia 1992; Willson 1993, 2004). 
As De Grand summed it up: “Concern for the role of women was at the heart of the 
conservative and stabilizing nature of fascism and, in so far as it meant the subjugation of the 
private lives of citizens to the demands of the State, policy towards women reflected the 
totalitarian and imperialistic side of fascism as well” (1971, p. 947). In the end, these anti-
feminist positions were as much a part of the fascist ideology as were its violent anti-
liberalism, racism, and militarism. Under fascism, the distinction between public life and 
private life disappeared. Every Italian was to be personally invested in a great mission: to 
build a new homeland and a new Italian race (Bosworth et al. 2009). 
Kevin Passmore was one of the first to underscore the paradox of this highly 
patriarchal ideology, one that excluded woman but also ruled them—fascism as an ideology 
“calling for the return of women to the home, yet encouraging them to join political 
organizations” (Passmore 2003, p. 9). Several sociologists have been focused on the essence 
of the fascism that attempts to eliminate the distinction between the public and private 
spheres that is at the fulcrum of liberalism and to replace it with Fascist totalitarian public 
identity (Berezin 1997, 1999, Falasca-Zamponi 1997, Gori 2004). This paradox arose in part 
from the social and economic tensions of the period, that is, an anachronistic view of women 
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as mothers and “queens of the home” versus the reality of rapid industrialization and 
urbanization that Italy was experiencing during this era, bringing changes that offered women 
new opportunities outside the home. 
 In this context, Foucault’s writings on state power are relevant because, beginning in 
1926, Italy’s national political life became closely entwined with its carceral practices 
(Foucault 1975, 1979). A key element of Foucault’s writings is that public power necessarily 
also involves imposing this power in private, on the bodies of men and women. It was an 
ideological form of control of the women’s body that in this context undermined the political 
culture of fascism (McDonald 2007). This means that sexuality, gender roles, reproduction, 
and the family all become subordinate to the state (Whitaker 2000) — issues that Mussolini 
himself emphasized in his Ascension Day speech of May 26, 1927. This is what Foucault 
terms “biopower”, and fascism was an example precisely because of the way it intensified 
state intervention in various aspects of women's private lives. 
This research also builds upon the growing body of research on women and gender 
under fascism, particularly the role of gender in the entire Special Tribunal system, a topic 
that has gradually attracted more attention. Taddei (1969), for instance, studied the price that 
women paid for participation in anti-fascist activities. In his pioneering archival work, he 
reconstructed the biographies of all the women condemned by the Special Tribunal. 
However, unlike the current study, Taddei did not include in his analysis women who were 
arrested but released or who were transferred to the ordinary criminal courts after a 
preliminary investigation by the Special Tribunal. De Luna was one of the first to consult the 
Special Tribunal’s archive, but his focus was on reconstructing the social, cultural, and 
political dimensions of the anti-fascist world (De Luna 1994). Mariani’s research is perhaps 
closest to mine in focusing on the carceral experiences of women in the Special Tribunal but, 
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like Taddei, he focused only on convicted women, not on the total number of women arrested 
by the tribunal (Mariani 1982, 2011). 
By raising the issue of how women were treated within the Special Tribunal system, 
this project also contributes to recent advances in feminist geography, particularly regarding 
the intersection of gender roles with carceral geographies and geographies of violence. This 
is a growing area of research, with several recent works underscoring the close connection 
between patriarchy and violence and, in particular, the use of carceral systems to “enforce” 
boundaries of gender and race. Some of the best research in this area includes Tyner’s work 
on how social-spatial practices permit, facilitate, and legitimate violence or, in his words, 
“how violence takes place and also produces place” (Tyner 2012, p. 23). Also related is 
recent research on female prison labor in the American South that emphasizes the way the 
postbellum carceral systems exerted control over African American women until well into 
the twentieth century. Sarah Haley’s work is important in this regard for showing how the 
legal system in the southern US states “produced” black female criminality “premised upon 
the devaluation and dehumanization of black life broadly” (Haley 2016, p. 3, 2013). This was 
a process not so different from the action and intention of the fascist Special Tribunal. 
This project also draws on recent research on carceral geographies and the roles 
played by police and prisons in society, such as Herbert’s (1996) Policing Space, Morin and 
Moran’s (2015) Historical Geographies of Prison, Nerenberg’s (2015) Prison Terms, 
Gilmore’s (2007) Gulag Prison, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California, 
and Loyd et al.’s (2012) Beyond Walls and Cages: Prisons, Borders, and Global Crisis. This 
is a growing area of interest that touches on issues of carceral space as well as surveillance 
outside the prison. Some attention has been focused on violence in authoritarian societies, 
and this historical geographical reconstruction of the Italian dictatorship contributes to this 
direction, analyzing the spatial dimension of the bureaucratic system of repression. Herbert in 
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Policing Space (1996), for example, provides one of the best analyses of the close connection 
between space, territoriality, law, and bureaucracy. Morin and Moran’s Historical 
Geographies of Prison explores spaces and sites of “corrections,” focusing on individual 
experiences “within various regulatory regimes and spaces of punishment,” historical spaces 
of incarceration, and the carceral spatial-distributional geographies of incarceration (Morin 
and Moran 2015, p. 2). These works, among other aspects, also inquire about the relationship 
between the carceral system and an increasingly punitive state, such as in Gilmore’s research 
where, among several prison features, she also considers how the culture of control is a 
central aspect of the carceral system (Gilmore 2015). Meanwhile, Loyd et al. analyze from an 
historical perspective, and with a Foucauldian context, the legitimation process of some 
people in the society excluding some others from the rights (Loyd et al., 2012). Nerenberg’s 
work is closest to the topic of this chapter because she examines in Prison Terms “the 
representation of prisons and its relation to the articulation of gender” during fascism 
(Nerenberg 2001, p. 7).  
Finally, this work is contributing to the growing literature on legal geographies. The 
legal geography is a discipline that analyzes the interconnection between law, spatiality and 
timing: “such fragments of a socially segmented world – the where of law – are not simply 
the inert sites of law but are inextricably implicated in law happens. (Braverman, Irus, 
Nicholas K., Blomley, Delaney, Kedar 2014 p. 1, Valverde 2014).  
 
 
3.3 The Special Tribunal System 
 
To explore these issues, I have turned to the work of the Special Tribunal established 
in 1926. Originally authorized for only five years, it was made permanent after three 
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renewals. The Special Tribunal worked in parallel with the ordinary criminal justice system, 
with defendants sometimes moved between the special and ordinary systems. Citizens 
suspected of political crimes could be arrested and held without bail and legal representation 
while their cases were investigated. Court rules on time prescribed a limit of one hundred 
days of pre-trial detention, but this was waived for defendants arrested for political crimes, 
who could be detained indefinitely. All sentences of the Special Tribunal court were final and 
could not be appealed (Longhitano 1995, pp. 23−116). 
Defendants moved through the Special Tribunal in five steps (Figure 3.1). The first 
involved sorting and investigating those who were arrested. Minor crimes were reviewed by a 
judge, after which charges could be dismissed (step 2) or, instead, sent forward either to an 
ordinary criminal court or to the Special Tribunal (step 3). Once tried, whether by a criminal 
court or the Special Tribunal, defendants could be absolved of their crimes or imprisoned 
(step 4). Irrespective of whether prisoners were absolved or imprisoned, people caught in the 
Special Tribunal system might be exiled, monitored, or confined to psychiatric hospitals for 
long periods even after their release (step 5).  
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Information about the arrestees was gathered during the summers of 2017 and 2018 in 
the National Archive in Rome, where I worked with files from the Ministry of the Interior: 
Casellario Politico Centrale (Central Political Register), the register of political crimes in 
Italy. I also collected sources at the National Association of Politically Persecuted Italian 
Antifascists (ANNPIA) and the National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT). Secondary sources 
included ANPPIA’s two-volume Antifascisti alla Sbarra and three-volume L’Italia 
Dissidente e Antifascista, which contain information from archives maintained at the General 
State Archive for the Ministry of the Interior and Ministry of Justice. Fortunately, the 
Ministry of Defense has transcribed and collated all the sentences of the Special Tribunal. To 
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obtain the point of view of some of the victims, I consulted some diaries and memoirs, both 
published and unpublished. 
For the fascist period (1922−1945), Dal Pont et al. (1988−1995) organized the Central 
Political Register into nineteen notebooks. Moreover, Carolini and Ecca (2015) compiled in 
two volumes the short biographies of all the people convicted by the Special Tribunal. For 
the sentences of the Special Tribunal in the years 1927 and 1928, I also examined the 
publications of the Italian Ministry of Defense (1980, 1981). For the 1931 census, I studied 
the relevant ISTAT publication (Istituto Centrale di Statistica, 1935). 
I used these sources to create several databases containing general demographic 
information (name, age, occupation, place of birth), as well as place and date of arrest, the 
reason for the arrest, length of pre-trial detention, disposition of the case (dismissed, 
absolved, referred to ordinary criminal court), and surveillance period following release. For 
the years 1925, 1926, and 1927, I was able to locate 149 records of women and 2,249 for 
men. 
GIS software was used to analyze and visualize the data spatially. In this study, the 
location and number of arrests were mapped on several different scales and compared to the 
population as a whole. K-means cluster analysis was used to pinpoint the “hot spots” in the 
distribution of arrests (Giordano and Holian 2014, p. 61). Generally, the goal in cluster 
analysis is to group cases into the fewest number of clusters that encompass an entire study 
area. Given Italy’s shape, a five-cluster solution worked best in highlighting regional 
differences. 
The Knox Index was also used to measure the co-occurrence of arrests in time and 
space, that is, whether arrests occurred close together in time and space or were separated 
more widely. The index measures the distance in space and time from each single event to all 
others. To calculate the index, it is necessary to set the minimum values of “closeness” in 
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space and time. In this analysis, a spatial range of 25 km was used. Given the average size of 
Italy’s provinces, 25 km allows the patterns to be resolved to roughly the provincial level. A 
temporal range of one month was used for the 28 months of the analysis, from August 1925 
through December 1927. The result of the Knox Index was useful for seeing the distribution 
of each individual arrest on a national scale. 
 
 
3.5 Results: Women and Men Compared 
 
The grounds of arrest were more or less the same for women and men. Regarding 
differences in occupational sector, the greatest discrepancy between women and men is in 
their percentages in the tertiary sector: 64.5% of the females arrested belonged to the tertiary 
sector in comparison to 26.9% of the arrested men. Indeed, many of the women arrested were 
housewives (Table 3.1). The pattern was reversed in the secondary sector, with 30.1% of the 
arrested women and 59.9% of the arrested men belonging to that sector. The majority of 
arrested men were skilled laborers such as carpenters, smiths, and bricklayers, whereas the 
majority of women were listed as seamstresses. Making sector comparisons is difficult 
because in this period the Italian census classified many women as housewives even when 
they earned money for piece work or domestic work outside the home. In the arrests records I 
consulted, women were often listed as seamstresses.9 
 
 
9 The 1931 census reports that 76.5% of women were “non-professional” or in a “non-professional condition’’ 
(Condizioni non professionali). Almost all of these women were housewives who also held an illegal job. For 
the women’s condition, see Laura Savelli, Il lavoro femminile. Lo sviluppo economico in Italia, Edifir, 2009. 
Specifically, housewives accounted for 40.8% of arrests (38), seamstresses for 17.2% (16), industrial workers 
for 10.7% (10), office workers for 9.6% (9), teachers for 4.3% (4), services for 3.2% (3), and others for 8.5% 
(8). I do not have data that would allow the research to compare age and occupation of prisoners of the Special 
Tribunal to prisoners of Ordinary Justice. Furthermore, I did not find any secondary sources that provide this 
information. 
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Table 3.1 Percentages of female and male workers by sector based on the 1931 Italian census 
(ISTAT, 1935)10 
 
 Female Male 
Sector of Economy Nr. of 
arrests 
% of all 
arrests 




% of all 
arrests 
% of workers by 
sector 
Primary 5 5.3% 39.5% 236 13.1% 48.1% 
Secondary 28 30.1% 32.7% 1073 59.8% 34.6% 
Tertiary 60 64.5% 27.6% 483 26.9% 17.3% 
 
Fewer women were arrested than men, but the arrests were concentrated in the same 
geographical areas. Using the k-means clustering analysis, the arrests were divided into five 
regional groups (Figures 3.2 and 3.3). What I term the “Industrial Triangle” was the most 
industrialized area in the country. The “Northeast” includes Veneto and Friuli, as well as 
former territories of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, such as South Tyrol, Goriška, and Istarska 
that were gained by treaty after the First World War. In this region, many people were 
arrested for voicing anti-nationalist sentiments. Most were denounced as communists, even if 
they held no party affiliation (Parovel 1985, Gruber 1979).11 The “Red Region” was a center 
of communist strength in which there was a furious fight for political control 
during1919−1920. For instance, in Emilia-Romagna, farmers occupied the land they were 
working in a strike against landowners. Moreover, this region had a strong anarchist tradition, 
with a history of radicalism and violent opposition to political institutions (Evangelisti 2015). 
The Italian communist party was literally born in Emilia (in Imola) and Tuscany (in Livorno) 
(Spriano 1967). “Rome”, as the political capital, was the center of a cluster of arrests because 
the fascists attacked many of the politicians, journalists, and lobbyists headquartered there. 
“Apulia” was the only region in southern Italy that was consistently anti-regime. In the 
 
10 Unfortunately, many records omitted a listing of profession and this is the reason why the totals in this table 
do not add up to the total number of arrested. 
11 The fascist administration divided this area into three regions: Venice Giulia and Zara; Trentino Alto-Adige 
(South Tyrol); and Veneto Friuli. 
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Taranto province, a well-organized working class as well as a local communist organization 
served as anti-fascist opposition (Colarizi 1977). Although the clustering of arrests of women 
and men was similar, women were arrested in few places overall—only 46 places compared 
to 243 for men.  
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Figure 3.2 K-means clustering of arrests of women using five regions 
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Figure 3.3 K-means clustering of arrests of men using five regions  
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Notably, the shapes and orientations of the clusters do differ between figures 3.2 and 
3.3. Since the shape and size depending on the concentration of arrests, the maps show a 
more concentrated pattern for the women in the Northeast and the Red Region, with the 
ellipse in the Industrial Triangle stretching along a narrower axis connecting Turin and 
Milan, and with fewer arrests in Rome and Apulia. For the men, there is a concentration of 
arrests in the Industrial Triangle and the Red Region, with fewer arrests in the other regions. 
The women arrested for the Special Tribunal were concentrated in fewer places than men. 
 
 
Figure 3.4 The number of arrests per million grouped by region 
 
Figure 3.4 shows that the arrest rates for women were much lower than those for men, 
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mostly in the central region around Rome, whereas the arrests of men were concentrated in 
the three regions further north. 
 
 
Figure 3.5 Regions where women were arrested above and below the national average of 0.007 per 
million. The administrative divisions are based on those used in the national census of 1931 (ISTAT, 
1935) 
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Figure 3.6 Regions where men were arrested above and below the national average of 0.115 per 
million. The administrative divisions are based on those used in the national census of 1931 (ISTAT, 
1935) 
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Figures 3.5 and 3.6 display the arrests at a finer administrative level. Five regions—
Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna, Tuscany, Venice Tridentine, and Venice Giulia/Zara—share 
high arrest rates for women and men. The major difference is the greater concentration for 
the men arrested in the north, specifically in the Industrial Triangle and the Northeast, with 6 
regions above the national average. For the women, there are seven regions above the 
national average, including the center with Umbria and the south with Apulia. It is also 
notable that there are six regions with no females arrested, five of them in the south 
(Campania, Basilicata, Calabria, Sicily, Sardinia), and one in the center (Marche). 
 
Table 3.2 The disposition of the preliminary investigations of the Special Tribunal12 
 
Disposition of Case WOMEN MEN 
 Arrests Percentage Arrests Percentage 
Dismissed 92 62.1% 1022 45.5% 
To Special Tribunal 31 20.9% 1011 44.9% 
To Court of Ordinary Justice 25 16.8% 214 9.5% 
 
The comparison presented in Table 3.2 focuses on the different outcomes for women 
and men after the preliminary investigation. Almost 17% more cases against women were 
dismissed than those of men, while women were sent to the Special Tribunal at less than half 
the rate for men.  
One of the most important features of fascist political oppression was the length of 
time people spent in the court system following arrest. Figures 3.7 and 3.8 show that the 
Special Tribunal generally kept arrestees in prison or under surveillance for long periods. 
Some of those arrested remained in prison or under surveillance for the entire duration of the 
fascist period. Also notable is the high average number of months that arrestees were kept in 
 
12 The total number of men is 2,247 and not 2,249 because I did not count two men who were sent to a Military 
Court. 
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pre-trial detention. During this period, prisoners were held without legal counsel or family 
contact. At the same time, there seems to be no strong difference between women and men in 
the average length of time spent in pre-trial detention, exile, imprisonment, or surveillance. 
This means that, once arrested, women and men moved through the Special Tribunal system 
at about the same speed. Women absolved of crimes by the Special Tribunal had their cases 
dismissed in about half the average time for men, but when the period of surveillance is 
added, the difference in the length of disposition is not large.  
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Figure 3.7 The average length of pre-trial detention, prison, exile, and surveillance for women. Once 
arrested, people generally remained within the political justice system for many years 
 
 
Figure 3.8 The average length of pre-trial detention, exile, prison, and surveillance for men. Once 
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Figure 3.9 The results of the preliminary investigation for women. On the left are the number of cases 
that were sent forward to the Special Tribunal court after the preliminary investigation. On the right 
are the number of cases that were either dismissed or sent to an ordinary court of justice 
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Table 3.3 Spatial and Temporal Distance between those Arrested by Place and Month of Arrest 
(Knowles et al. p. 74) 
 
Pairwise comparison - 25k/1mos Gender Dispositions of Case Female Disposition of Case Male  
 All 
Arrests  
Females Males Dismissed OJ ST Dismissed OJ ST 
1. Close in time/Close in 
space 
2.5% 4.7 % 2.5% 9.9% 3.9% 1.7% 7.3% 0.7% 1.4% 
2. Close in time/Not 
close in space 
9.7% 12.6% 9.7 % 12% 23.9% 12.6% 8.3% 12.7% 11.1% 
3. Not close in 
time/Close in space 
2.9% 3.6% 2.8% 3.9% 4.2% 3.4% 2.6% 1.2% 4% 
4. Not close in time/Not 
close in space 
84.7% 78.9% 84.9% 74% 67.3% 82.1% 81.6% 85.2% 83.2% 
 
The Knox Index indicates the extent to which the arrests were clustered in time and 
space. Those that are close in time and close in space might be interpreted as targeted at a 
particular place over a short period. Those that are not close in time or space are arrests that 
are spread widely across the country over a longer time. The result in row 4 of Table 3.3 
indicates that 84.7% of the arrests are neither clustered in time nor space, but that this share is 
lower for the women (78.9%). There are only a few instances where the clustering rises 
above a relevant percentage in a one-month period. These included women sent to the 
ordinary criminal courts (23.9%). Overall, the index indicates that the arrests were spread 
relatively evenly across the country rather than being targeted at particular regions. The index 
seems to indicate that about a quarter of the women’s cases were sent to the courts of 
ordinary justice in a temporal cluster. 
Analyzing the timing of the arrests there were two peaks, the first one in fall 1926 
(36.4% of the total were arrested in September, October, and November) and the second 
during the summer of 1927 (31.7% between June, July, and August). For the first peak, the 
reasons for the temporal cluster are clear because this was the period when the super fascist 
and public security laws came into effect (Dunnage, 2012, pp. 79−80). These laws placed the 
political police in charge of patrolling “sexual deviancy” and abortion, which were now 
“crimes” against the Italian race and carried higher penalties than previously. The reason for 
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the second peak is less clear and may require further research. This peak may have to do with 
the timing of the court’s creation: the Special Tribunal was established in November 1926 but 
started its work in February 1927. It seems possible that many women were arrested for 
minor crimes in the fall of 1926 and that 77% of these women had their cases dismissed or 
sent to the ordinary court once the Special Tribunal began its work. In 1927, after this uptick, 
the number of women sent to the Special Tribunal is almost the same as the number whose 





The literature on the Special Tribunal tends to argue that women were treated harshly 
and paid a high personal price for opposing fascism. This would suggest that because 
fascism’s patriarchal ideology excluded women from politics, they were punished severely 
when they did get involved. Indeed, the regime gave a public role to women, but only inside 
the propagandistic and sterile world of fascist associationism (De Grand 1976, Macciocchi 
1992, De Grazia 2011). This was certainly true for the women who were arrested, convicted, 
and then incarcerated. As Mariani has argued, the fascists saw women involved in politics as 
“being twice rebellious: to the State and to ‘Nature,’ because it was supposed that they were 
predestined to the home and the role of wives and mothers” (Mariani 2011, p. 370).13 At the 
same time, this paternalistic view of women could also suggest that they might be treated 
more lightly than men in deference to their gender, meaning they might be arrested in lower 
numbers and their cases dismissed more often than those of men. Although my data do not 
 
13 Author’s translation. 
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indicate that women were treated more harshly than men, those who were convicted by the 
Special Tribunal received very similar sentences to those of men. 
My research paints a more nuanced picture of this situation that falls somewhere 
between these two extremes: neither exclusively harsher nor lighter punishment for women in 
the Special Tribunal system. Although I lack data about how women were treated while in 
prison, the research shows that women were brought into the Special Tribunal system at 
lower rates than men. Furthermore, once arrested, the cases against women were dismissed or 
transferred to the ordinary courts of justice more often than were those of men. The only area 
in which women compared equally with men was the total length of time they spent in the 
Special Tribunal system. This is because almost all the people who were arrested were kept 
under surveillance for many years after they had had their cases dismissed or after release 
from prison. In this regard, women were treated very much line with men: once caught in the 
Special Tribunal system, women and men lost freedom of movement for long periods. 
However, from these findings, the patriarchal nature of fascism seems to have been expressed 
in greater leniency rather than in greater severity for women (Taddei 1969, Gabrielli 1999). 
This paternalism seems most in evidence during the preliminary investigations. Almost all 
the women were accused of some type of communist activity, but most of these cases were 
dismissed or referred to the ordinary courts. 
The Knox Index also reveals slightly different patterns in the way women and men 
were treated by the Special Tribunal. The arrests of the women in comparison to those of the 
men were slightly more focused in space and in time, especially for those cases that were 
either dismissed or sent to courts of ordinary justice. Men were arrested all over the country, 
not just in areas that were strongly opposed to fascism, such as the Industrial Triangle or the 
Red Region. In effect, the fascists seemed to use the Special Tribunal to exert political 
control across the entire national territory. This could be expected for minor crimes, denoting 
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a sort of total control of the territory with precise as well as efficient actions where women 
were targeted. At the same time, for the major crimes, the arrests of women were much less 
focused and did not seem to extend across the entire territory (also see Figure 3.8 for the 






The findings indicate that women were treated differently than men by the Special 
Tribunal, but not quite as has been suggested by previous research. For the most part, women 
were arrested less frequently than men and had their cases dismissed or moved out of the 
political court more often than men. The women who were tried by the Special Tribunal seem 
to have experienced the same range of sentences. All the prisoners, both men and women, 
were kept under surveillance for long periods, irrespective of the disposition of their cases. 
These findings do seem to highlight the paternalist ideology of the fascists. In the case 
of the Special Tribunal, women seemed to have been routed away and out of the court more 
often than men. This seems to indicate that when the fascists’ patriarchal ideology collided 
with the political court, women were more often excused than punished for their crimes. This 
supports the view that the fascists tended to dismiss any possible role for women in the 
nation’s political life. 
 Indeed, the results of this research add to studies on fascist patriarchy another system 
whereby women were disempowered of any political significance. Moreover, it adds to the 
carceral research field the surveillance aspect that the women had to suffer once caught in the 
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Special Tribunal trap. And, finally, it shows how violence against women was 
bureaucratically calibrated over their political participation.  
A more comprehensive picture of these issues would require further study on four 
fronts. The first would be to expand the sample to include men and women arrested in 
subsequent years. The 1926−28 period examined here provides a snapshot of how the Special 
Tribunal system was first established. Additional cases would provide evidence as to whether 
the treatment of women changed over the duration of the fascist period. 
The second would be a study on prison conditions for women during the fascist 
period. We know, for example, that nuns managed the female prisons all through this period, 
but less is known about the actual condition of all these prisons. We also know less about the 
sites of exile to which women were sent. Police reports from the period also seem to indicate 
gender differences in the way surveillance was carried out, with women reported more for 
moral than for political transgressions. 
Third, a better sense of prison conditions could be gained from careful analysis of 
police reports, prison records, personal letters and diaries, memoirs, and other forms of 
testimony and evidence by survivors of the Special Tribunal. All of these sources would 
provide a better picture of how women were treated in contrast to men. Comparing the 
perspectives of the police, judges, and guards with those of the arrestees and prisoners would 
also add insight into the work of the political court. 
Finally, a comparison with women within the political courts of other authoritarian 
regimes of the period would be very useful. The 1920s were an important moment in 
European history, not just for Italy but also for Germany, Hungary, Spain, and other rising 
authoritarian regimes. Further research is required on the issue of how gender was tied to 
these varied ideologies and how the carceral systems of emerging authoritarian regimes 
enforced gendered roles and norms to acquire and sustain power.  
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The geography of surveillance. Spatial and temporal patterning of police surveillance 





This chapter analyzes the spatial and temporal patterning of police surveillance 
following arrests of political opponents during the initial years of the fascist regime in Italy 
from 1925 to 1928. This was an important period, during which the fascists acted rapidly to 
consolidate their power and suppress their opposition. A key element of the fascist takeover 
was the creation of a political court—the Special Tribunal for the Defense of the State 
(Tribunale Speciale per la Difesa dello Stato)—whose work is examined here. One 
unexplored aspect of this political court is its use of long-term surveillance to monitor people 
brought before it. Irrespective of the outcome of their cases, suspects were monitored for long 
periods, even when found innocent or following their release from prison. Some would 
remain under surveillance for the remainder of the fascist period. Attention is given here to 
the spatio-carceral tactics used by the fascists to maintain this lengthy surveillance. 
This study highlights the roles played by space and place in systems of political 
oppression—in other words, the geography of the carceral system. It also contributes to our 
understanding of the spatial dynamics of authoritarian regimes in Europe during the inter-war 
period. Each regime captured and exerted power differently. Italian fascism used violence but 
also administrative systems such as the Special Tribunal to control its political enemies and 
indeed all of society. The initial fascist violence was replaced by an authoritarian state in 
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which surveillance became one of the fundamental pillars of social control. A study of Italian 
fascism can provide insights into the carceral tactics of other totalitarian regimes, as well as 
into the growing use of surveillance in contemporary societies (even within so-called liberal 




4.2 Insight into the police state  
 
Fascism in Italy has been expertly studied by many historians in the context of the rise 
of authoritarian states in the twentieth century. The fascists presented themselves as 
innovators, working to renew society, culture, and the economy through the mobilization of 
the masses. However, this renewal was based on a highly reactionary and authoritarian 
ideology that is more accurately viewed as a step backward: “a revolution of the counter-
revolution” (Hobsbawm 1994). It is important to consider this transformation because Italian 
fascism of the 1920s can be viewed as a precursor of other authoritarian states that emerged 
throughout the twentieth century in Europe and beyond (Lyttelton, 1973). 
In recent years, several historians have deepened our understanding of fascism as a 
police state, drawing attention to the use of the police and courts as systems of state control. 
Giovanna Tosatti (1997) has been one of the first to address the evolution of the modern 
police system in Italy. She analyzes the work of the Political Office of Internal Affairs 
(Ufficio politico degli affari riservati), which Mussolini completely reorganized in 1926, 
 
14 Indefinite detention is a concept elaborated by Judith Butler: “In the name of a security alert and national 
emergency, the law is effectively suspended. … And with the suspension of law comes a new exercise of state 
sovereignty, one that not only takes place outside the law, but through an elaboration of administrative 
bureaucracies in which officials now not only decide who will be tried, and who will be detained, but also have 
ultimate say over whether someone may be detained indefinitely or not.” (p.51) 
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including granting it additional restrictive police powers. The result was a bureaucracy that 
could target not only political opponents but also more or less everybody. As Savella (1998, 
p.779) notes about these changes, the regime achieved its success: 
 
by instituting efficient administrative procedures and by taking advantage of new 
legislation passed by the fascist government that greatly increased the scope of police 
powers. Further, [Arturo] Bocchini [the chief of police under Mussolini] was able to 
effectively squelch opposition to Mussolini's regime without resorting to the 
wholesale murder that characterized the Nazi SS.15  
 
For this reason, as Dunnage (2008, p. 245) argues, the scope of fascist repression was 
always underestimated, emerging as a false dichotomy between “good Italians” and “bad 
Germans.” Indeed, Ben Ghiat (2004) notes that there is an Anglo-American tradition of 
caricaturing Mussolini as a “sawdust Caesar” and submissive follower of Hitler, with Italian 
fascism viewed as a “lesser evil.” Nevertheless, both the fascist and the Nazi regimes relied 
on policing as a major form of social control. To quote Dunnage (2004, p. 268): 
 
though far from the terror-based concept of totalitarianism of Arendt, [fascism] was at 
least potentially highly repressive and “terroristic” in its persecution of those opposed 
to the regime and in its overall surveillance of society by way of a myriad of secret 
police organizations and networks of informers.16  
 
Perhaps the fascists were simply better at disguising their intent. Thompson (1991) 
has even argued that “the Fascist State came much closer to the democracies dominated by 
the political Right in its methods of government and control than many of them subsequently 
liked to acknowledge; indeed, it was continually being applauded as a model to be emulated.” 
 
15 Arturo Bocchini was the head of the Italian police from 1926 until he died in 1940.  
16 Regarding Arendt’s concept of totalitarianism, see her breakthrough The Origins of Totalitarianism (1973), 
where she clarifies that the pillars of totalitarianism are state bureaucracy, secret police, and concentration 
camps. Thus, totalitarianism is the identification of the essence of totalitarian dominoes with terror and mass 
extermination as well as absolute evil. For Hannah Arendt, totalitarianism applies to Nazi Germany and 
Stalinism in the Soviet Union, but not to fascism in Italy because Mussolini established a fascist party 
dictatorship and not a perfect totalitarian regime.  
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One important element of the fascist order was its system of surveillance, a topic that 
has attracted growing interest in recent years. In analyzing these repressive measures, 
Franzinelli (1999) notes that one of the key steps in implementing surveillance was the 
reorganization of the Political Police in 1926. This led to the creation of a Secret Police, 
called the OVRA (Organizzazione per la Vigilanza e la Repressione dell'Antifascismo),17 
with ten sections covering the entire Italian territory under the direct control of Mussolini 
through Bocchini. The existence of this new body allowed the new government to bypass all 
existing jurisdictional and administrative levels, such as the provinces, the regions, the cities, 
and also several layers of police authority, including, for example, the Carabinieri,18 the 
fascist militia, and the State Police.19 The system created by Bocchini made Italy what might 
be termed “a society of suspicion,” in which citizens were always suspected of political 
disloyalty and required continuous monitoring (Franzinelli 2001). At the same time, Canali 
(2009) observes that the fascist regime also exerted power through the arbitrariness of its 
work: people were never sure when, why, or where the police would act. Chiara Fonio (2011, 
p. 82) is one of the few to have focused specifically on the use of surveillance as a police 
tactic during the fascist period. One of her contributions has been to identify two different 
stages in its development: 
 
the first, from 1926–1938, was primarily focused on the reorganization of the police, 
while the second from 1938 onwards was, on the one hand, more “specific” as far as 
the target of the surveillance is concerned, and on the other ubiquitous since 
surveillance became a feature of the regime. 
 
 
17 Organization for Vigilance and the Repression of Anti-Fascism. 
18 There is no equivalent police force in the U.S. or U.K. Carabinieri is a nationwide military presence 
functioning as a police force. 
19 The 10 areas are listed here in order of the timing of creation: 1. Milan (for Lombardy, Piedmont, Valle 
d’Aosta, Liguria, Tre Venezie—Venezia Tridentina, Venezia Euganea, Venezia Giulia); 2. Bologna (for Emilia-
Romagna, Tuscany, Marche); 3. Apulia (for Apulia and Basilicata); 4. Avezzano (Umbria, Abruzzo, Molise, 
and Rieti); 5. Palermo (Palermo, Trapani, Agrigento, Caltanissetta, Enna); 6. Cagliari (Sardinia); 7. Campania 
(Campania and Calabria); 8. Rome (Lazio without Rieti); 9. Catania (Catania, Messina, Siracusa, Ragusa); 10. 
Interior Ministry (Eastern Italy—Dalmatia).  
A Geography of Repression. The Spatio-Temporal Analysis of the First Years of the Special Tribunal in 
Fascist Italy, 1925-1928 
74 
 
Here, I am interested in the first stage, during which the regime organized the 
surveillance system into the form it would take for the duration of the regime. My focus is on 
the part of this system that was used by the Special Tribunal. Surveillance within the Special 
Tribunal system has not previously attracted scholarly attention. 
This is an important issue to address because recent scholarship has stressed the 
notable role played by surveillance and policing in modern society. The point emphasized by 
Foucault (1975) that has been very influential in this line of research is that control of the 
state of necessity also involves control of the body. This insight has provided the theoretical 
background for research into fascist policing, Dilemmi’s (2013) work being one example. He 
reconstructs the genesis of the fascist surveillance system as a set of practices and discourses 
for controlling political dissent. Equally important have been the contributions of 
geographers such as Wood (2009) and Coleman and Agnew (2007), who have stressed that 
surveillance is also fundamentally a spatial process. That is, just as the nation-state is a 
territorial unit that controls space and movement within this space, state control extends 
down to the body through the carceral geographies of state surveillance, discipline, and 
punishment. 
Foucault saw Bentham’s panopticon as a metaphor for modern society—a world in 
which anonymous surveillance is essential for maintaining social order and discipline. What 
this metaphor of the panopticon has highlighted to geographers is that policing is 
fundamentally spatial. Other scholars have extended this metaphor into a cyberspace view to 
consider how electronic databases and global networks such as the Internet have created what 
Poster (1995) calls a “superpanopticon”. These digital resources perhaps represent what 
Gandy (1993) terms the “panoptic sort”—an ability to monitor people through databases and 
archives. However, as Wood (2007, p. 251) makes clear, even though the database: 
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is undoubtedly another tool of hierarchical organization and normalization, [it] is not 
panoptical. … If Foucault had continued his genealogical historical account into the 
twentieth century, it seems unlikely he would have described databases as 
superpanoptic, rather he would have treated the “database” as a particular political 
technology, a diagram, a mode of ordering, of its own space/time of 
power/knowledge.  
 
Although not perfect metaphors, the image of the panopticon and the concept of the 
database help to explain the technologies of state control employed under fascism. Constant 
police surveillance combined with the creation of a massive archive—the Central Political 
Register (Casellario Politico Centrale, hereafter CPC)—were both technologies of state 
control. Citizens knew that they were always being watched, whether on the street by the 
police or through “panoptic sorts” in the CPC.20 This means that policing was essential to the 
rise of the Italian fascist state. It was used to control the public as well as private spaces, 
including the bodies and movements of people. The system could place anyone in “indefinite 
detention”. In this project, I focus on how this system of indefinite detention was 
implemented in the Special Tribunal system. 
 
 
4.3 The rise of fascism and the creation of the Special Tribunal 
 
The fascists repeatedly used crises and emergencies, including four assassination 
attempts against Mussolini between November 1925 and October 1926, to pass a range of 
laws that helped them create a police state. These laws, particularly the New Regulations for 
Public Security (Testo Unico delle Leggi di Pubblica Sicurezza), allowed the fascists to 
sidestep the control of parliament and the monarchy. Local police and the national 
 
20 The CPC was not just a depository of information, it amounted to control of the territory, collection of 
information detailed on a regular basis, filing, constant control, and constant implementation of the form. See 
also the next paragraph. 
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Carabinieri were granted wide latitude to enforce these new regulations. In the same period 
(1925 - 1926), the fascist parliament also passed the Measures for the Defense of State 
(Misure della Difesa di Stato), which banned all opposing political associations, parties, and 
unions; outlawed strikes; imposed control over the press; and re-introduced the death penalty, 
a punishment that had been abolished in 1889.21 Parliament also established the Special 
Tribunal for the Defense of the State and an exile program of Police Confinement (Confino di 
Polizia) (Musci 1983, Ebner 2004, Ecca 2014). As a result, by the end of 1926, the fascist 
dictatorship was well established, even though Italy formally remained a constitutional and 
parliamentary monarchy (Lyttelton 1973, Tosatti 1997). 
The Special Tribunal played a key role in the creation of the fascist state because it 
allowed Mussolini and his government to suppress their opponents while leaving the other 
constitutional and legal structures intact. As I have noted in chapter two, “rather than 
changing the existing criminal court system or amending the constitution, the fascists 
positioned the Special Tribunal as a parallel system of justice”. The result was the creation of 
a modern, authoritarian police state in which the external control and defense of the territory 
also extended to the internal control and surveillance of its people. Even people arrested for 
minor political crimes could find themselves caught in the tribunal system, with the 
arbitrariness of its sentences being an important component of its threat. In these ways, the 
Special Tribunal was one of the most important and well-developed parts of the fascists’ 
systematic use of administrative oppression and violence from the mid-1920s onward. Long-
term surveillance was one of the most important elements of this system, even for people 
who were released. 
The Special Tribunal began its work quickly and imposed its first sentence in 
February 1927. It had been implemented as an emergency measure that would last only five 
 
21 These various laws are known as “super fascist laws” (leggi fascistissime). 
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years, but it was declared permanent after three renewals. By that point, the tribunal had 
embodied the fascist idea that penal law, rather than providing safety and security to citizens, 
was instead a weapon the state could turn against its enemies and use to instill a sense of fear 
among ordinary citizens (Sbriccoli 2009). 
While the work of the ordinary magistracy (hereafter Ordinary Justice) continued as 
part of the constitutional legal system within the Ministry of Justice, the Special Tribunal 
worked outside the Ministry of Justice in collaboration with the MVSN (The fascist militia—
Milizia Volontaria per la Sicurezza Nazionale) and OVRA. This meant that the Special 
Tribunal was not just a new branch of the criminal courts, rather it was a separate system of 
political justice that used the code of military criminal procedure. Normally, this meant that 
the accused were held without bail and access to a defense attorney while their crimes were 
investigated and that all investigations were kept secret. Moreover, for crimes against the 
security of the state, there was no limit to the length of detention (Longhitano 1995). 
As noted in Figure 1, charges against defendants could be dismissed upon completion 
of the investigations (step 2). Even so, some prisoners were released into exile to remote 
areas of Italy. Prisoners who were allowed to go home might have their activities carefully 
monitored for many years. If a crime did not fall under the Measures for the Defense of State, 
prisoners could still be sent to trial in the Ordinary Justice system (step 3). Within both 
systems of justice (Special or Ordinary), prisoners could be absolved or convicted (step 4). 
However, irrespective of the outcome, defendants could be exiled, admitted to psychiatric 
hospitals, or monitored even after they were released (step 5). 
 
 
A Geography of Repression. The Spatio-Temporal Analysis of the First Years of the Special Tribunal in 




Figure. 4. 1 The Special Tribunal 
 
The Special Tribunal could also impose milder forms of restriction, including the 
diffida (warning), ammonizione (admonishment), and sorveglianza speciale (special 
surveillance). These were decided by an administrative commission at the provincial level 
(Musci, 1983). All were simply different ways of “imposing restriction on the activities and 
movements of individuals” (Dunnage 2004, p. 266). 
Arturo Bocchini quickly assembled a police force capable of handling this expanding 
surveillance role. The work was run through the Political Police (PolPol), a specific branch of 
the State Police within the Ministry of the Interior. The Political Police coordinated the 
Political Investigation Service, the Investigative Political Offices, and the OVRA. The 
function of these offices was to gather all possible information about people under arrest, 
using informants and spies. People considered enemies of the state were then brought before 
the Special Tribunal. But the work never ceased and information continued to be collected 
about people even after they had been released or their cases dismissed. All of this 
intelligence converged in the files and databases maintained by the CPC. 
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At the moment the Political Police was created, the CPC became an independent 
office controlled by Section I of the General and Confidential Affairs of Public Security. The 
dossiers created by the archive contained all types of information about individuals, including 
data about education, skills, moods, moral tendencies (i.e., social attitudes, vices, sexual 
tendencies, weaknesses), psychological characteristics, criminal records, and movements 
within the country and outside the national borders. The CPC also created profiles of anti-
fascist activity in particular regions of the country. All of this information was constantly 
updated by specialized public servants who worked in the Biographical Service, a unit that 
was formed in the early 1930s as part of the criminal investigation police (Tosatti 1997, 
Franzinelli 1999, Canali 2004, Fonio 2011, Dilemmi 2013). 
Table 1 traces five people through the Special Tribunal system to highlight the range 
of outcomes as well as the length of time that sometimes passed between detention or arrest 
and the end of police monitoring, even if the individual case had been absolved in court or 
dismissed after the pre-investigation. People trapped in the Special Tribunal system also lost 
their jobs, had real difficulty finding new ones, and were frequently ostracized by their 
communities. The result was that arrest by the Special Tribunal often bore devastating long-
term consequences for those involved, no matter the outcome of their legal cases. 
 
Table 4.1 Schematic biographies of people arrested based on the folders of the CPC 22 
 
Giulio Lanzoni, born on 9/4/1898. Worker. Province of Bologna, Emilia-Romagna. 
9/29/1926: Arrested for helping re-establish the Communist Party, party membership, and 
propaganda. 
7/23/1927: Tried before the Special Tribunal, sentenced to 8 years and 9 months in prison. 
11/14/1932: Released from prison, kept under surveillance until 1943. 
 
22 Archivio di Stato Centrale di Roma, Casellario Politico Centrale, Folders 2719, 4550, 1869, 4021, 2373. 
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Total: 10 months of detention; 6 years and 1.5 months of prison; 11 years of monitoring. 
 
Luigi Salvatori, born on 2/22/1881. Politician and lawyer. Province of Lucca, Tuscany. 
10/20/1926: Arrested and sent into exile for 3 months for communist association and 
propaganda. 
10/19/1927: Tried before the Special Tribunal, sentenced to 4 years and 6 months in prison.  
7/20/1931: Released from prison after 4 years and 6 months of detention and 3 months of 
exile. 
7/21/1931: Exiled in two different locations. 
1/8/1933: Returned from exile, kept under surveillance until 1943. 
Total: 1 year and 9 months in exile; 4 years and 6 months in prison; 10 years of monitoring.  
 
Mario Dughier, born on 4/9/1908. Worker. Venice. 
09/15/1927: Arrested for communist activity and organization. 
11/26/1928: Investigation Commission of the Special Tribunal dismissed his case, but the 
Provincial Commission exiled him for 3 years in two different locations. 
9/2/1931: Returned from exile, kept under surveillance until 1941. 
Total: 1 year and 2 months in pre-trial detention; 2 years and 10 months in exile; 10 years of 
monitoring.  
 
Fiorina Pisoni, born on 2/15/1906. Clerk/Nurse. Trento. 
5/31/1927: Arrested for Communist party reconstruction and conspiracy. 
7/10/1928: Absolved by the Special Tribunal, kept under surveillance until 1943. 
Total: 1 year and 2 months in pre-trial detention; 15 years of monitoring. 
 
Ginetta Giacobbi, born on 11/04/1897. Housewife/rice weeder. Milan. 
8/05/1927: Arrested for Communist association and subversive propaganda. 
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8/16/1928: Investigation Commission of the Special Tribunal dismissed her case, kept under 
surveillance until 1942. 






The records of this research are based on arrests made in 1925, 1926, and 1927, and on 
trials held in 1927 and into 1928, whereas the timing of the surveillance lasted until 1943 when 
fascism collapsed.23 Primary sources were gathered in Rome’s Central State Archives (ACS, 
Archivio Centrale dello Stato), the National Association of Politically Persecuted Italian 
Antifascists (ANPPIA), and the National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT). Secondary sources 
were collected from books and diaries. I created the database by cross-checking information 
from the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Defense, the Political Police Register, and the 
paper documents of the ANPPIA.24 Of 2,400 records found, 940 included information on 
surveillance. As the site of surveillance, I used residential addresses identified by the police 
and recorded by the CPC. In the end, the number of sites of surveillance was 340. I mapped 
the results and then identified a spatial pattern of surveillance. 
The analysis of the spatial pattern of the surveillance is based on k-means clustering 
that identifies “hotspots” of high concentration where people were monitored. The k-means 
 
23 The study does not consider the almost 2 years of the Italian Social Republic (RSI, Repubblica Sociale 
Italiana) during which Italy was divided into two parts and also had a war front. For these reasons, the question 
of surveillance during the RSI would require specific research. 
24 In gathering information about prisoners from the Central State Archives, I used the CPC. This register is now 
organized into nineteen notebooks housed at the ANPPIA (Dal Pont et al., 1988−1995); ANNPIA also compiled 
two volumes listing anti-fascists prosecuted by the Special Tribunal (Carolini and Ecca, 2015), as well as three 
volumes detailing sentences related to all preliminary investigations (Dal Pont and Carolini, 1980). Moreover, 
the Ministry of Defense has transcribed and collected all the sentencings of the Special Tribunal, from which I 
used the volume pertaining to 1927 and the three volumes pertaining to 1928. I also consulted the general 
census of the Italian population from the year 1931 (published by ISTAT in 1935). 
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clustering algorithm allows the user to specify the number of “hotspots” into which to cluster 
the data (K) (Giordano and Holian, 2014, p. 61). Generally, a good choice is to pick several 
“hotspots” that create clusters spanning an entire study area with as little overlap as possible. 
Initially, I used K=3, but the data were grouped in large clusters that may have disguised 
some “hotspots”. I then used K=7, which produced a result with overlapping clusters. In the 
end, I used K=5 to consider all of the sites of surveillance, rural and urban together, because 
the clusters then spanned the entire Italian peninsula with a minimum of overlap.  
I also divided the data between urban and rural addresses. Using the administrative 
geography of that period (census of 1931), I defined all the provincial capitals as urban and 
all the other sites of surveillance as rural. I then used the k-means analysis to examine these 
two groups. I maintained K=5 for the rural data because the clusters spanned the entire Italian 
peninsula with a minimum of overlap. I used K=3 for urban locations because there were few 





The majority of the subjects placed under surveillance were men (93.9%), which is 
almost equal to the percentage of men arrested (93.7%). The average age was 31.8 (31.6 for 
men, 35.9 for women) at a time when life expectancy in Italy was 54.9, so the fascists seem to 
have been arresting people in their prime adult years rather than younger or older adults 
(ISTAT, 1931). The average duration of surveillance was 11.2 years. 
The surveillance took place across all of Italy in both urban and rural areas, although 
most subjects came from cities since they were the largest centers of population (Figure 1). 
The distribution of where people were arrested and where they were later kept under 
A Geography of Repression. The Spatio-Temporal Analysis of the First Years of the Special Tribunal in 
Fascist Italy, 1925-1928 
83 
 
surveillance is more or less the same. This is because, with few exceptions, people returned 
to their original residences after release. However, the number of cities, towns, and villages 
where surveillance was conducted was greater than the number of places where people were 
arrested (340 sites of surveillance for 940 people compared to 255 sites of arrest for 2,400 
people). This is because those arrested were usually taken to police stations in larger 
settlements, whereas surveillance was carried out from even the smallest police station. 
Arrests in rural areas were often recorded at the nearest municipality with a police station 
(usually Carabinieri) rather than where a person lived. Sometimes arrests occurred at the 
“scene of a crime,” which was typically a protest or sites of aggregation in a city. 
Surveillance was reported where people lived and was thus dispersed more widely than 
arrests.  
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Figure 4.2 Sites of surveillance for the 940 people monitored after released or dismissed by the 
Special Tribunal 1926-28. The circles indicate the residential addresses of the people monitored. The 
ellipses use K-means clustering to indicate a major concentration of surveillance 
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Figure 4.3 Urban context, cities of surveillance. The dots are in proportion to the number of people 
monitored. The ellipses use K-means clustering to indicate a major concentration of surveillance 
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Figure 4.4 Rural context, sites of surveillance. The dots are in proportion to the number of people 
monitored. The ellipses use K-means clustering to indicate a major concentration of surveillance 
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Generally, people had a very intricate trajectory inside the Special Tribunal system, 
where the years of surveillance were added after years of prison and exile. The Special 
Tribunal was in operation for 16 years—from 1927 to 1943. Few people were under 
surveillance for less than 8 years (19.50%). More often, they were kept under surveillance for 
between 9 and 14 years (76.20%). The regime fell in 1943, which is why there is not a large 
number of people monitored for more than 14 years (4.30%).  
Looking for a fine-grained patterning, Figure 4.5 organizes the data in accordance 
with the different paths of the arrests within the Special Tribunal system, considering the 
length of pre-trial detention, prison, exile, and surveillance. It can be seen that some people 
were involved in the Special Tribunal system for the entire time that it lasted. Moreover, the 
major part of the time corresponded to the period of surveillance. 
 
 



















6. Convicted by Special Tribunal, exiled after
imprisonment - 2% of sample
5. Convicted by Special Tribunal - 46% of
sample
4. Absolved by Special Tribunal 15.8% of
sample
3. Sent to Ordianary Justice after Preliminary
Investigation - 6% of sample
2. Dismissed after Preliminary Investigation,
then exiled - 2% of sample
1. Dismissed after Preliminary Investigation
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Rows 1, 2, and 3 correspond to the mild sentences after the preliminary investigation, 
whereas rows 4, 5, 6 were the people sent to the Special Tribunal court. There was a 
progression in the length of time of the preliminary detention because the Special Tribunal 
court was the last step of a long administrative procedure during the preliminary 
investigation. At the same time, there was also a progression of years of prison after the 
sentences, from mild crimes in Ordinary Justice (row 3, five months), to the major crimes in 
the Special Tribunal (row 6, five years, and more than three years of police exile). The 
pattern for the years of surveillance remains the same across almost all rows—an average of 
between 11 and 12 years independently of the crimes. It only decreases in proportion with the 
increase of time in pre-detention, exile, or prison, and the ending of the regime (row 6).  
Moreover, there was a percentage of cases of people under surveillance after the 
Ordinary Justice Court conviction (6%), which is notable when it is considered that these 
were not judged as crimes against the security of the state. Indeed, there was a large 
percentage of people under surveillance whose cases were dismissed after the pre-
investigation because they were judged innocent (28.2% plus 2% that had to endure exile). 
Of course, 48% of the people surveilled in the Special Tribunal system were convicted. 
However, 52% of people judged innocent, dismissed, absolved, or judged by the Ordinary 
Justice were subjected to a length of time of surveillance no different to if they had been 
guilty and convicted. 
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The results of this research draw attention to the role surveillance played in fascist 
Italy’s Special Tribunal system. Rather than being incidental to the tribunal, surveillance 
seems to have played an important part in its work in suppressing political dissent. This is 
because, once arrested, people became trapped in this judicial system for years, with some of 
those arrested in 1925−28 remaining under surveillance until the regime’s collapse. Also 
notable is the lack of correlation between crimes, sentences, and the length of surveillance. 
No matter what the crime, and no matter the outcome of a case, those arrested spent years 
under surveillance even if their cases had been dismissed or after they were released from 
prison. The arbitrary nature of the sentences and the length of surveillance seems to have 
been an important part of the Special Tribunal as a means of maintaining a sense of fear, even 
terror among the population. 
It is also important to note that the system of surveillance extended across the entire 
country and was not concentrated solely in areas where the fascists faced strong opposition. 
Indeed, surveillance was more spatially widespread than the original arrests. This difference 
may simply be, in part, an artifact of the data. This pattern of surveillance corresponds to the 
high number of people who lived in rural areas during this period. Data from just a few years 
later, in 1931, indicate that 49.7% of the population lived in municipalities of less than 
10,000 people, and only 16.8% lived in an urban area of more than 100,000 inhabitants 
(Figures 4 and 5). 
Notable also is the speed with which the surveillance system was created. Thanks to 
the work of Bocchini and his staff, the fascists were able to work rapidly to implement the 
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police control nationwide. The result was not just a sophisticated system to destroy 





The fascists set up their police state very quickly. The close collaboration between 
police and courts was an important part of this police state where police and courts worked 
“hand in glove.” Previously, there was the rebuilding of the Political Police desired by 
Mussolini, which created an efficient network of spying and intelligence; meanwhile, the 
regime had been established and the Special Tribunal invented. 
Surveillance is one of the largely overlooked elements of this police state. Indeed, the 
results of this research add to studies on Italian fascism yet another system whereby people 
were monitored, alongside the remarkable studies focused on the Political Police (Tosatti 
1997) and on how it worked, especially in the secret police sections (Franzinelli 1999, Canali 
2004, 2009, Dunnage 2004, 2012). There was, however, a question that had not yet been 
answered: what happened to people after their release by the Special Tribunal? Many of them 
were exiled, but many others just went home. Often, they lost their job and lived in social 
isolation, but there was no research concerning their situation after the Special Tribunal. This 
study covers the gap and finds constant police surveillance—a strong connection between life 
inside and outside the Special Tribunal. 
Moreover, this study reveals that surveillance was extensive, no matter what the 
crime. It was a system to control political dissent, but it was also a system of control of 
society, the territory, and the life of the people as Foucault elaborates in his Discipline and 
Punish (1975). And, it shows how the extension of the mechanism of control in space and 
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time played a key role in the life of the dictatorship, maintaining a permanent state of 
emergency. In this direction, this research adds to the Foucauldian studies the process of 
construction of the institutionalization of “power of life” of the state by mapping the system 
of the surveillance based on the establishment of a special court of justice, the restructuration 
of a specific sector of police, and the modernization of the database. 
Also, Italian fascism had a great impact at the time. Even if this research does not 
study this aspect, what emerges is the consideration that the fascists provided a model for 
other regimes of the period. Each nation experienced the rise of these governments 
differently, all tampered with their justice systems, and all seemed to rely to some extent on 
similar systems of criminalization and surveillance. Italy may have set an example of policies 
and practices that were used in other places, such as in Germany, where it was the fascist 
example that stimulated Hitler and Himmler on their way to organizing police power (Savella 
1998). 
Furthermore, this study adds a different interpretation to the analyses that viewed 
Italian fascism as a mild form of totalitarianism, following Arendt’s concept (1973). The 
fascists seemed less brutal than their counterparts in other countries, perhaps part of the 
reason being that the fascists were able to hide some of their violence behind the bureaucratic 
apparatus of the courts and police. As seen in this research, the Italian regime was efficient in 
creating a very oppressive carceral system of surveillance. 
From this perspective, we can see Italian fascism as a precursor of many modern 
authoritarian states in Europe and beyond (Lyttelton 1973). Moreover, this historical and 
geographical research is a useful lens for analyzing our contemporary democracy and the 
concept of sovereignty. For example, the "creation of a permanent state of emergency 
(though perhaps not declared in the technical sense) has become one of the essential practices 
of contemporary states, including so-called democratic ones" (Agamben 2005). 
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Finally, the fascists provide a hint of the surveillance state we live in today. Within a 
brief period, the fascists set up a system of surveillance that may not be a physical 
panopticon, but certainly had the quality of what Foucault (1975) describes as panopticism. 
The concept of superpanopticon, as well as panoptic sort, are used to describe contemporary 
society and the technological processes of surveillance (Wood 2009, Gandy 1993, Poster 
1995). 
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This study makes several contributions to the previous research on fascism and 
historical geography. At the broadest level, it contributes to the understanding of one 
institution of the fascist state from a spatial perspective. This is the first time that techniques 
drawn from historical GIS have been applied to political repression in Italy during the rise of 
the fascist dictatorship in the 1920s. Drawing insights from other researchers in historical 
GIS, especially those focusing on the Holocaust, this study extends these techniques into the 
study of the rise of authoritarian regimes in the twentieth century using both qualitative and 
quantitative methods of analysis (Knowles, Cole and Giordano, 2016). 
At the same time, contributes to work by geographers stressing the close connection 
between politics and space, and how state power necessarily involves control of space. 
Recent work in political geography has shown how strong this connection can be in 
totalitarian and authoritarian regimes (Giaccaria and Minca, 2016, Agnew 2005, Elden 2009, 
Mann 2012). To look more closely at this connection, I decided to examine the Special 
Tribunal system, a component of the fascist government focused on prosecuting people for 
political crimes. I chose this focus for two reasons. First, the Special Tribunal was 
empowered to suppress opposition across the entire national territory, so a question arises 
about how it operationalized this control. Second, the examination of the Special Tribunal 
system allowed me to focus on how political power extends across scales from the state to the 
A Geography of Repression. The Spatio-Temporal Analysis of the First Years of the Special Tribunal in 
Fascist Italy, 1925-1928 
95 
 
body. This is a theme derived from the writings of Foucault (1975, 2004, 2009), Butler 
(2004), and others. Here, the question is how the Special Tribunal used legal and carceral 
power to govern the bodies of citizens. Using these ideas as a starting point, Chapters 2, 3, 
and 4 each contribute to advancing our understanding of fascism. 
Chapter 2 contributes to the overall understanding of the fascist’s geography of 
oppression. How did the fascists use the Special Tribunal to suppress political dissent? We 
know that opposition to the fascists was concentrated in some areas of the country, for 
example in the industrial north and the so called “red region” (Emilia-Romagna, and 
Tuscany). So was the work of the tribunal directly at these areas and distributed in a different 
way. The results of the k-means clustering and Knox Index analysis conducted in this chapter 
indicates that the work of the tribunal was far more widespread. Some regions seem to have 
been more targeted than others, and this is not unexpected, but the most notable finding is 
how widely the tribunal conducted its work. Within the first two years, the Special Tribunal 
developed a broad-based system of spatial dominance involving arrests made throughout the 
nation. 
Chapter 3 considers how gender played a role in the work of the Special Tribunal, an 
issue that has been considered by only a few researchers. The few works that do exist seem to 
indicate that the Special Tribunal was particularly brutal to women (Taddei 1994, Gabrielli 
1999). This raises the issue of the role gender played fascist ideology in its rejection of 
women from politics, but its insistence on governing their bodies as part of their masculinist, 
patriarchal ideology. The patterns that emerged from this spatial-temporal analysis was not 
quite as has been suggested by previous researchers. For the most part, women were arrested 
less frequently than men and had their cases dismissed or transferred to the Ordinary Justice 
Court more often than men. The women who were tried by the Special Tribunal seem to have 
experienced the same range of sentences as the men. All the prisoners, both men, and women 
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were kept under surveillance for long periods irrespective of the disposition of their cases. 
Although this study cannot offer evidence on actual prison conditions, the findings do seem 
to highlight the paternalist ideology of the fascists (De Grazia 1992, Willson 1993, 2004). 
This seems to indicate when fascist’s patriarchal ideology collided with the political court, 
women were more often excused than punished for their crimes. This supports the view that 
the fascists tended to dismiss any possible role for women in the nation’s political life. 
Chapter 4 focuses on surveillance as an important feature of the Special Tribunal 
system. Previous research has analyzed how the system surveillance was created as well as 
how it was operated by the police (Franzinelli 1999, Canali 2009, Dunnage 2004, 2012, and 
Fonio 2013). My contribution is to consider, for the first time, the spatial patterning of this 
system. It emerges as one of the most interesting result of this project: the length of time 
people became trapped within the system of suppression. Once arrested, people were kept 
under surveillance by the Special Tribunal for long periods. This finding has relevance for 
recent research and the current debate about the technologies of surveillance, for example, the 
extent to which databases and archives act somewhat like Bentham’s panopticon as a means 
of anonymous, constant monitoring (Foucault 1975, Wood 2007, 2009 Poster 1995, Coleman 
and Agnew 2007). The fascists combined constant police surveillance with the creation of a 
massive archive is personal information that, even in the 1920s, placed many Italians in what 





There are several limitations to this research. The most important is the size of the 
sample. Although there are good reasons to focus on the very first years of the fascist 
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takeover, the study is limited by not including the entire fascist period. At the same time, it 
seemed unwise to try to compile and analyze the full set of approximately 30,000 arrestees 
without first testing my approach as I did in this study. Three summers in archives did allow 
me to digitize the first 2,400 records, work which I hope I can gradually continue. 
Furthermore, the faced the limitations of the archives themselves. I had access to the 
sentences of the Special Tribunal, including the results of cases dismissed after the 
preliminary investigation. I did not access legal files, trial transcripts and records, and 
evidence provided by the police and defendants. I did access data from the CPC, including 
police reports of arrests and periodic surveillance reports of surveillance period, but these did 
not include interrogation reports or transcripts. So, it may prove useful to examine some of 
these other materials from the spatial and geographical perspective in the future. 
Incidental to my archival research, I was able to gather records of the prisons where 
the arrestees were held. Unfortunately, the data on prison conditions is relatively sparse and 
is not held in a single archival collection. I was able to gather some incidental information 
about prison conditions and about how prisoners were moved from one carceral facility to 
another. This was not sufficient to create a database complete enough for temporal or spatial 
analysis. 
I had wanted to focus on the system of exile that Mussolini established during the 
same period as the creation of the Special Tribunal. I did find a list of the people who were 
exiled, but it contained just their name, date and place of sentencing, and the disposition of 
the case. The file contains no further information about the person (age, job, place of 
residence, and site of arrest) or information about the sites of the exile. Probably, to find all 
this useful data, it will be necessary to examine the personal files of the approximately 15,000 
people who were exiled in the Political Confine Personal Files (Fascicoli Personali Confinati 
Politici) in the State Central Archive in Rome. 
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5.3 Future Directions 
 
There are many avenues for future research into the spatial and temporal analysis of 
Italian fascism and other authoritarian regimes. To me, the most important priority is to add 
more years of data to the study. The 1925−28 period examined here provides a snapshot of 
the Special Tribunal system when it was first established. In continuing the research, it will 
be important to add more cases to look more deeply into the spatial and temporal patterning. 
It could also be useful to look at the administrative records of the Special Tribunal and its 
police force to see how exactly it operated. For example, were there quotas or were there 
targets. 
Initially, I had wanted to look at the relationship between arrests and the various 
political emergencies that the fascists used to their advantage, such as the assassination 
attempts on Mussolini. In this area, I was trying to find concrete evidence of how the courts 
and police helped the fascists during states of exception. The records I had access to are not 
precise enough to trace this relationship both in terms of the timing and types of arrest. 
Moreover, Mussolini may have used the states of emergency to take other actions besides 
arresting opponents. For example, we know that in the period of the assassination attempts 
considered here, Mussolini changed many Prefects (Prefetti) and, in general, tried to 
fascistize the public administration. This change may have been more important than using 
emergencies to attack opponents. This means that looking for evidence of states of exception 
may involve looking at more than one type of evidence.  
Additional research seems warranted on prison experiences and conditions concerning 
gender differences. We know, for example, that nuns managed the female prisons all through 
A Geography of Repression. The Spatio-Temporal Analysis of the First Years of the Special Tribunal in 
Fascist Italy, 1925-1928 
99 
 
this period. Besides the gender aspect, the entire geography of the fascist prison system could 
be re-analyzed. Indeed, a better sense of prison conditions could be gained from careful 
analysis of police reports, prison records, personal letters and diaries, memoirs, and other 
forms of testimony and evidence by survivors of the Special Tribunal. 
The exile was a fundamental tool of the Italian dictatorship, yet an ‘Atlas of Exile’ 
still needs to be drafted. This would be an atlas containing a geographical analysis of each 
site of exile, its location, numbers of prisoners, movement and transfer of prisoners, and so 
forth. Moreover, it would be interesting to make comparisons at the provincial and regional 
scales of the place where the people were arrested and the sites of the exile. A parallel, the 
effort could be made to plot the spatio-temporal journey of the inmates, for example from 
home to prison or from prison to the exile, from exile to prisons, for how long, for how many 
kilometers and in which condition they had to sustain during transportation. 
In this work it is not cast the question about how the court system was operating 
before, during, and after the fascist period. Did the role of the courts (ordinary and political) 
change across the length of the fascist period? This is a question that would be interesting to 
be explored in the future. 
Finally, a comparison with people within the political courts of other authoritarian 
regimes of the period would be very useful. Especially the surveillance aspect. The 1920s 
were an important moment in European history, not just for Italy but also for Germany, 
Hungary, Spain, and other rising authoritarian regimes. Further research is required on the 
issue of how surveillance was acted to these varied ideologies and how the carceral systems 
of emerging authoritarian regimes enforced monitoring to acquire and sustain power. 
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